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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study was to examine the self-perceived competence levels of seniorlevel student affairs professionals. Additionally, the study aimed to learn about the experiences
that contributed to the participants’ competence levels. A qualitative study, consisting of semistructured interviews, was conducted to address the research questions.
Common themes emerged from the interviews. When asked to rate themselves based on
their competency level, the majority of the participants rated themselves advanced. The
participants recounted numerous experiences that led to how they rated their levels of
competence. Years of experience in the student affairs profession was most often noted. Other
experiences included: graduate school education, mentoring, personal journey/upbringing,
professional development opportunities and teaching. Implications for practice are outlined in
Chapter Five, including supervisor support and increased involvement in specific activities to
boost competence levels.
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CHAPTER ONE:
INTRODUCTION
Higher education institutions in the United States have changed drastically in the last
three hundred years. Initially, staff with direct access to college students served them in loco
parentis, or in place of the parents. The diversification of the country coupled with legislative
changes pertaining to race, gender, and equitable rights to education led to a change in the roles
and responsibilities of educators within colleges and universities. The rapidly changing needs of
college students outside of the classroom required faculty to do more than teach. University
personnel morphed from being second parents to counselors, advocates, and advisors to help
students both academically and personally (Dungy & Gordon, 2010; Schuh et al., 2010).
Irrespective of career profession, working professionals should have basic knowledge
and skills to effectively meet the demands of their jobs. For example, professions like
medicine (Englander et al., 2013; Koenig et al., 2013), law (Daicoff, 2012), and social work
(Drisko, 2014) have adopted professional competencies. In the profession of student affairs
(SA), two organizations, the American College Personnel Association College Student
Educators International (ACPA) and the National Association of Student Personnel
Administrators Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education (NASPA), collaborated to
adopt professional competencies.
The competency areas include topics that address the knowledge, skills, and
dispositions SA professionals need to be effective in their roles, as well as to develop best
practices and strategies to better serve their students. This information also provides structure
1

to graduate programs so they can better prepare their students for the student affairs work
awaiting them upon completion of their degrees. Also, national conferences and meetings
hosted by student affairs associations utilize the competencies for program development.
After an initial release in 2010, ACPA and NASPA issued a new iteration of
competencies five years later. The ACPA/NASPA competency areas are: (1) Advising and
Supporting (A/S), (2) Assessment, Evaluation, and Research (AER), (3) Law, Policy, and
Governance (LPG), (4) Leadership (LEAD), (5) Organizational and Human Resources (OHR),
(6) Personal and Ethical Foundations (PPF), (7) Social Justice and Inclusion (SJI), (8) Student
Learning and Development (SLD), (9) Technology (TECH), and (10) Values, Philosophy, and
History (VPH) (ACPA/NASPA, 2015). (See Figure 1.) I include details about prior research
on the ACPA/NASPA competency areas in Chapter Two.

Figure 1. ACPA/NASPA Professional Competencies for Student Affairs.
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Problem Statement
Generally, professionals in senior-level positions are often viewed as knowing more and
being more capable of doing their jobs than, say, entry-level professionals. During ascension to a
senior-level position, a SA professional typically has a number of experiences that can influence
how capable they feel in their professional role. Historically, when the ACPA/NASPA
competency areas have been researched, most studies have been quantitative in scope (Cho &
Sriram, 2016; Gansemer-Topf & Ryder, 2017; Hirschy et al., 2015; Hoffman & Bresciani, 2012;
Muller et al., 2018; Wilson et al., 2016). Moreover, some studies that were qualitative (O’Brien,
2018; Schneider, 2014) in nature, or used a mixed methods approach (Hoffman & Bresciani,
2012), focused on entry and mid-level professionals. In addition, several prior studies surveyed
senior-level SA professionals and examined how they rated the competencies of their less
experienced counterparts and direct reports (Herdlein, 2004; Cuyjet et al., 2009; Dickerson et al.,
2011; Kuk et al., 2007), but did not look at how those individuals perceived themselves.
Despite the fact that mentorship can play a role in career advancement (Singh, 2009),
most of the existing research in this area specific to higher education relates to how college
students can benefit from faculty or staff mentors. Some qualitative data exist on female leaders
in higher education analyzing whether they were involved in mentoring, how many mentors or
mentees they had, and the type (formal or informal) of involvement (Searby et al., 2015).
Professional development was not examined as a factor nor a contributor in studies
related to most competency areas. The exception is how professional development
opportunities can impact competency levels in the area of technology. In fact, most student
affairs professionals report that conference sessions, on-campus trainings, and the sharing and
exchange of information with colleagues are ways in which they learn most about technology
(Roberts, 2007). Conversely, there are still many unknowns about how the lived experiences of
3

senior-level SA professionals have influenced the ways in which they perceive their own
abilities to do their jobs.
Purpose of the Study
This qualitative study aimed to illuminate the experiences of senior-level SA
professionals and how those experiences have contributed to their self-perceived competence
(utilizing the ACPA/NASPA Professional Competency Areas for Student Affairs Practitioners,
2015).
Research Questions
This qualitative study was designed to answer the following questions:
2. How do senior-level SA professionals describe their level of competence in each of the 10
ACPA/NASPA competency areas (figure; Professional Competency Areas for Student Affairs
Educators, 2015)?
2. Which experiences have influenced the self-perceived competence levels (as it pertains to the
10 ACPA/NASPA competency areas) of senior-level student affairs professionals?
Research Design and Methods
Capturing why the participants feel the way they do about their ability to do their jobs
with respect to the SA competency areas was necessary to best address the research questions.
To gather information about the participants’ lived experiences, qualitative data was collected.
Therefore, the present study was a qualitative study.
The participants’ lived experiences were personal in nature, therefore, acquiring
permission was necessary (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Prior to conducting the interviews, informed
consent was secured from the participant group (See Appendix B). Also, the participants were
provided with the ACPA/NASPA competencies as well as a list of interview questions.
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During the data collection or interviewing stage, participants were asked for demographic
information (e.g., work title, institution, gender, race and ethnicity, and number of years in the
profession of higher education and/or student affairs). Participants were asked about their career
trajectories to determine if their path to their current position was traditional in nature.
Additionally, the participants were asked to rate themselves on each of the competency areas
(e.g., foundational, intermediate, and advanced) and why. Each participant was given time to talk
about the experiences they believed contributed to how they rated themselves in each of the
competency areas. Although participants were informed that a subsequent, follow-up interview
could take place if additional clarifying questions were needed, follow-ups were not necessary.
Next, the interviews were transcribed. The data analysis stage consisted of reviewing and
organizing the data to find common threads among the participants’ experiences. The assistance
of a second reviewer, or code checker, was employed during this process.
It is important to note that a pilot study preceded the actual study. The pilot study not
only helped me practice collecting and analyzing the data, but it also helped me decide if the
interview questions needed to be refined. Chapter Three provides greater detail about the
research methods.
Definitions of Terms
For the purpose of this study, the following terms should be defined as follows:
Student affairs: Includes higher education departments that provide direct services to
students and do not fall under the purview of academic affairs (can vary by institution),
including: (1) admissions, (2) residence life, (3) student activities and unions, (4) Greek life, (5)
financial aid, (6) orientation; (7) judicial affairs, etc. (Dungy & Gordon, 2011).
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Career development: A lifelong process an individual goes through that can be impacted
by economic shifts. This growth process is interwoven with personal growth and learning
(Hirschy et al., 2015; Krumboltz et al., 2013).
Professional development: Activities in which working professionals can participate that
enhance their level of knowledge, understanding, and skill set relevant to their career profession
(e.g., conferences/workshops/seminars, participation in work groups, engagement in electronic
list-serves/newsletters, membership in professional organizations, etc.) (Carpenter & Stimpson,
2007).
Mentorship: A relationship between two individuals—one with more experience (e.g.,
years in the profession) and/or education attainment level (e.g., bachelor’s degree, master’s
degree, or doctorate degree). The individual with more experience and/or education serves as a
counselor or supporter lending advice about how to navigate the political landscape of an
institution, make sound decisions that can lead to career advancement, and they can also lend a
new perspective based on their own professional experiences (Singh et al., 2009; Tareef, 2013).
Senior-level student affairs professional/practitioner/officer: Refers to individuals who
oversee a student affairs unit within a state university system in the Southeast. Specifically,
student affairs vice presidents and deans of students. These individuals may have varying years
of experience as well as different degree attainment levels (e.g., bachelor’s, master’s and/or
doctoral degrees). I use the words professional, practitioner, and officer interchangeably.
Self-perception: The way in which an individual views him/herself. An individual’s sense
of self that informs the opinions they have and at times leads to questioning themselves and their
choices (Demo, 1992).
Self-perceived competence: For the purpose of this study, self-perceived competence will
be defined as how prepared an individual feels they are in relation to how well they can fulfill
6

their role at work. The participants will rate themselves based on how confident they feel they
are in different areas of their work based on the ACPA/NASPA competencies (e.g., research and
assessment, leadership, etc.). They will rate themselves as either foundational, intermediate, or
advanced.
Delimitations
The first delimitation of this study was the choice to restrict the participant group to
senior-level student affairs professionals. In doing so, I hoped to garner information pertinent to
the experiences that have led to the self-perceived competence of student affairs practitioners in
senior-level positions (e.g., vice presidents, associate vice presidents, assistant vice presidents,
etc.). New and mid-level student affairs practitioners were intentionally excluded from this
study.
A second delimitation of this study was the choice to exclude participants who worked at
higher education institutions outside the Southeast United States. Initially, targeting the colleges
and universities within driving distance, provided the option of conducting face-to-face
interviews. However, due to the coronavirus pandemic, all interviews were conducted online.
Another delimitation of this study was the choice to limit the geographic location of the higher
education institutions to the Southeast United States. Some of the colleges and universities
therein have similar student affairs units and utilize similar titles, which means there is similarity
between the roles and responsibilities of the participants. Thus, I will exclude colleges and
universities not within the Southeast.
Significance of the Study
In a profession like student affairs, where practitioners wear several hats, gaining new
knowledge and skills can happen in an organic, unplanned form. The lived experiences of SA
professionals who have ascended to senior-level positions can influence their self-perceptions in
7

relation to the knowledge and skills they possess that help them do their jobs well. The findings
of this study will not only add to the body of qualitative research literature that exists in relation
to how self-perceived competence can be attributable to certain experiences, it can also help
supervisors.
Another reason why this study is important is because it can add value to the work seniorlevel SA professionals do. Student affairs professionals who provide oversight to teams of entryand mid-level practitioners serve as a source of guidance to their direct reports. Therefore, if
supervisors know which experiences contribute to a sense of competence at work, that
information can add value to supervisory best practices. The opportunities, resources, and
relationships entry- and mid-level SA professionals have in the work place often have lasting
impacts on their career paths.
Also, by identifying competencies in which senior-level SA professionals rate themselves
low, student affairs professional associations, like ACPA and NASPA, will have additional
information they can use to improve future conference and meeting programs. This information
will also help to inform the coordination of future work groups within professional organizations
for additional professional development opportunities. Additionally, the present study’s findings
can add to the body of knowledge pertaining to the impact experience has on feelings of selfconcept.
Overview of Subsequent Chapters
This chapter served to introduce the problem statement, purpose of the study as well as
the research questions. In addition, the definitions of terms and delimitations were outlined
herein. Chapter Two included a review of the literature that exists on this research topic,
specifically about professional competencies in other professions, competencies specific to
student affairs, self-concept of student affairs professionals, and experiences that influence self8

perceptions of competence. Chapter Three outlined the research method, specifically the
utilization of the qualitative approach to conduct the study and the research design (including the
participants and data analysis plan).
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CHAPTER TWO:
A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
There is a significant amount of research on competencies working professionals should
demonstrate in order to be effective in their respective roles. There are specific professional
competencies to address with regard to higher education and the profession of student affairs
(SA). Although literature exists that examines the competencies germane to student affairs
specifically, the research is lacking as it pertains to senior-level SA professionals and how they
perceive their level of proficiency. Moreover, the research is devoid of information that explains
the lived experiences to which senior-level SA professionals attribute their levels of selfperceived competence. This chapter reviews the literature related to SA professional
competencies, the effect of experience on competence, the experiences that influence selfperceptions of competence, as well as existing studies on the self-perceptions of SA
professionals.
Professional Competencies
After the Industrial Revolution, workforce demands changed in the United States. The
need for assembly line, rote work was minimized as the nation experienced a rise in need for soft
skills (Carnevale & Smith, 2013). McClelland (1973) cautioned against the use of aptitude tests
to determine future professional effectiveness. Instead, he encouraged developing certain skills
in children and young adults which would lead to better preparation for future job success.
Instead of aptitude testing, criterion sampling related to communication, self-awareness, goalsetting, and response delay were strongly recommended (McClelland, 1973).
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In today’s workforce, professionals should have basic knowledge, skills, and attributes
that help them to responsibly and successfully do their jobs (Mulder, 2014; Schuh et al., 2010).
Consequently, professional organizations in various career professions adopt competencies that
practitioners should possess to be effective at their jobs. Career professions that currently have
professional competencies include medicine, law, and social work.
Medicine. In medicine, the Association of American Medical Colleges (AAMC) issued
nine competency domains comprised of 58 skills with the goal of turning medical school
knowledge into clinical practice. This information is vital because medical schools can design
their curricula to address the healthcare knowledge and clinical skills future physicians will need
to be competent in the profession (Englander et al., 2013; Koenig et al., 2013). Soft skills such as
reliability, dependability, critical thinking, and written communication are necessary in medicine
alongside knowledge of living systems and human behavior (Englander et al., 2013).
Law. Another profession that provides clearly delineated professional competencies is
the legal profession. Attorneys must have exceptional written and oral communication skills, as
well as applicable trial skills. Although the aforementioned skills are important, it is also
recommended that legal professionals exhibit competencies such as leadership, professionalism,
emotional intelligence, conflict resolution, and comprehensive law (Daicoff, 2012).
Social Work. In social work, 10 competencies and practice behaviors provide case
workers with core professional values. The Council on Social Work Education (CSWE), which
regulates higher education program accreditation and assessment, uses these competencies as
barometers for educational effectiveness. Among these competencies are areas like: (1)
conducting oneself according to the values of the profession; (2) applying ethical principles to
everyday practices; (3) and advancing human rights and social and economic justice (Drisko,
2014).
11

Professional Competencies Related to Student Affairs Practices
In the profession of student affairs, the American College Personnel Association College
Student Educators International (ACPA) and the National Association of Student Personnel
Administrators Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education (NASPA) collaborated to
adopt a set of competency areas for SA educators to utilize. While the original competencies
were released in 2010, an updated version was issued in 2015. It is important to note that because
professionals in student affairs have a role in helping and advocating on behalf of students, the
word disposition is also used, in addition to skills and knowledge (Hoffman and Bresciani, 2012).
The ACPA/NASPA competency areas are: (1) advising and supporting; (2) assessment,
evaluation, and research; (3) law, policy, and governance; (4) leadership; (5) organizational and
human resources; (6) personal and ethical foundations; (7) social justice and inclusion; (8)
student learning and development, (9) technology, and; (10) values, philosophy, and history.
Advising and Supporting. Student affairs is known as a helping profession. According
to Reynolds (2013), 30% of college students receive or have received some form of counseling.
Since the founding of American colleges and universities, the relationship between students and
administrators has changed significantly. Three hundred years ago, administrators played
multiple roles (e.g., faculty and deans of students), often serving as disciplinarians in place of
parents, or in loco parentis (Schuh et al., 2010). Changes pertaining to the diversification of the
student body demographic, like an influx of women and underrepresented groups onto college
campuses, served as the impetus for administrators’ roles to evolve from disciplinarians to
mentors involved in the character development of young adults. These adults were the first
advisors for students dealing with issues outside of the classroom.
In 1937, the American Council on Education (ACE) conducted a research project entitled
The Student Personnel Point of View, which was the first of its kind to mention the need to
12

address student development holistically, or beyond academics (Dungy & Gordon, 2011;
Roberts, 2012). In the late 1960s, the Joint Statement on the Rights of Students, which validated
the role of SA administrators, addressed the rights of students within the context of student
affairs, including freedom of inquiry and expression (Schuh et al., 2010). The statement was
authored by several organizations, including NASPA.
The Advising and Supporting (A/S) competency focuses on the knowledge, skills, and
dispositions SA professionals should possess so they can provide guidance to students. By way
of self-awareness and awareness of students’ needs, professionals can help students and
colleagues progress holistically (ACPA/NASPA, 2015). Student affairs professionals who are
new to the profession were rated high in this area by senior-level SA professionals (Hoffman &
Bresciani, 2012). Also, SA professionals stated this is a competency they most frequently use in
their jobs (O’Brien, 2018). When differences in education attainment level were examined, the
research data illuminated that SA professionals who hold a bachelor’s degree scored lower in this
competency than those with a master’s, and those with a master’s degree scored lower than those
with a terminal degree as it pertains to advising and supporting (Muller et al., 2018).
I found that existing studies on this competency area, as it pertains to student affairs
professionals, are primarily quantitative in nature. How often this competency was used in daily
practice as well as correlations between degree attainment level and confidence level were
explored. The present study will address the experiences senior-level SA professionals attribute
to their level of competency in this area. Thus, the present study will yield a better understanding
of the lived experiences senior-level SA professionals have had during their career development
that they may attribute to confidence levels in the A/S competency.
Assessment, Evaluation, and Research. In the mid-1980s, a spotlight was placed on the
topic of assessment in higher education by two major reports authored by the National
13

Governors’ Association and the National Institute for Education (Elkins, 2015). Since then,
assessment has become an area of critical concern in student affairs due to conversations about
student outcomes and accountability. A statement released by the American Association for
Higher Education (AAHE) urged that the responsibility of assessment in higher education not
only rests on academic affairs, but on the entire educational community involved in addressing
the needs of students (Elkins, 2015). Elkins (2015) cautions that progress in the area of
assessment has been slow in the profession of student affairs. The ACPA/NASPA competency
area of Assessment, Evaluation, and Research (AER) involves an SA professional’s ability to
address the effectiveness of programs and practices (ACPA/NASPA, 2015). This can be
achieved by way of designing evaluative instruments like surveys, pre- and post-tests, as well as
the appropriate utilization of data warehouses for effective research.
Although data analysis can help to inform changes in policies, practices, and procedures,
assessment can be a daunting task for many professionals in higher education. Common among
job postings in student affairs is proficiency in the use of technology. Senior-level SA
professionals surveyed about their expectations of entry-level SA professionals said research and
assessment tends to be a weakness for this group (Hoffman & Bresciani, 2012). SA professionals
from different institutions with various levels of experience reported this competency as one of
the least frequently used in their jobs (O’Brien, 2018). Also, those with a higher education
attainment level scored their proficiency as higher in this competency area (Muller et al., 2018).
New SA professionals, for example, rated themselves low in terms of confidence level.
However, they expressed the desire to gain more knowledge and skills in this area (Elkins, 2015;
Renn et al., 2008). With regard to feelings of competence, White senior-level SA professionals
credited their doctoral or professional degree as being helpful in the area of AER. Non-white
respondents responded similarly; however, at a lower rate (Lindsay, 2014). According to Elkins
14

(2015), the issues that limit the integration of assessment in student affairs practices include
insufficient resources, limited competency, and lack of time due to other commitments. To help
mitigate this issue, NASPA and ACPA have developed special interest work groups for members
who would like to learn more about assessment and evaluation (Elkins, 2015; Herdlein et al.,
2013).
The research literature outlines several studies that address assessment, evaluation, and
research. However, the research has either been quantitative in nature, or the qualitative
methodology explored SA professionals’ knowledge of ACPA/NASPA competencies in relation
to their jobs in the general sense (e.g., knowledge that the competency exists). The present study
will ask participants about their experiences with assessment, evaluation, and research activities
and to which experiences they attribute their confidence levels.
Law, Policy, and Governance. The political climate on college campuses can impact
issues related to promotion, tenure, academic freedom, and employment such as job retention.
Knowledge about the political landscape and governance issues within state systems can help
university administrators achieve institutional goals where diversity of thought and vested
interests exist that can lead to conflict (Manning, 2013). Additionally, issues related to
confidentiality, sexual harassment, and the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA)
can influence the work of those who work in higher education. Therefore, it is of no surprise that
master’s level and doctoral programs often include courses in law and policy, as well as
university governance.
The Law, Policy, and Governance (LPG) competency deals with the knowledge, skills,
and dispositions that impact the work of SA professionals when it comes to policy development,
the governance structure in their state and the legal implications that can impact their work.
While reviewing the literature on this topic, I found that senior-level SA professionals surveyed
15

about their expectations of new professionals in the profession said knowledge of legal issues
and campus politics lacks in this group (Hoffman & Bresciani, 2012). Renn and Jessup-Anger
(2008), SA practitioners admitted to needing more support. Similarly, a qualitative study by
Schneider (2014) indicated this competency area was one in which new SA professionals rated
themselves lowest.
Despite existing information, a gap still exists when individuals like faculty, senior-level
SA professionals, entry-level SA professionals and mid-level managers are surveyed about this
competency. It is advisable that senior student affairs officers (SSAOs) have a strong grasp on
laws that impact their work (Pennington, 2011). According to Lindsay (2014), SSAOs credited
level of proficiency in this competency area to their doctoral degrees. Those respondents with
degrees in areas outside of education attributed their level of confidence in the area of LPG to
academic courses within education (Lindsay, 2014).
Dougharty and VanHecke (2014) suggested SSAOs address campus climate by way of
assessment. Qualitative studies can provide insight on how and why university students, faculty,
and administrators feel as they do about the environments in which they work and learn. This
information is especially critical to newly hired vice presidents (Dougharty & VanHecke, 2014).
While speaking with individuals who work within higher education institutions can shed light on
the political landscape of a university, reviewing the school’s print and online media is one way
of learning about policies, procedures, and traditions.
Additionally, SA professionals from different institutions with various levels of
experience reported the LPG competency as one of the most frequently used in their jobs
(O’Brien, 2018). When gender was examined, male SA professionals scored their proficiency as
higher than females did in this competency area, while those who identified as White selfreported higher levels of proficiency than non-white SA professionals (Muller et al., 2018).
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When educational levels were reviewed, Muller et al. (2018) found that professionals with a
doctoral degree scored higher than those with a master’s degree.
Although I found some literature on this competency, most of the existing research was
conducted on European higher education institutions. When the scope of the research was
narrowed to American institutions, the literature proved brief as it pertains to knowledge and
skills that impact SA professionals’ competencies in this area. While some of the prior research
on this topic included senior-level SA professionals, they were quantitative (Lindsay, 2014;
Muller et al., 2018) in nature. Also, the studies that utilized qualitative (O’Brien, 2018) or mixed
approaches (Hoffman & Bresciani, 2012) did not investigate the lived experiences of senior-level
SA professionals, but rather looked at the competencies SA professionals used most frequently,
which competencies are most sought after by colleges and universities based on student affairs
job postings, or examined new SA professionals. Thus, the present study will differ from past
studies because it will use a qualitative research design to explain how the experiences of seniorlevel student affairs professionals have helped their levels of proficiency in each of the 10
ACPA/NASPA competency areas.
Leadership. Leadership has been defined in a variety of ways. Munsch and Cortez
(2014), for example, described leadership as a collaborative approach leading to change. The
topic of leadership poses the question about whether leaders are born or whether leaders are
made. In higher education, leadership is usually addressed in terms of student engagement and
leadership opportunities (Campbell et al., 2012; Kane, 2017).
Extensive literature exists on the subject of leadership in higher education relative to
those who work with students. In terms of research specific to competence and the importance of
leadership within student affairs, some research exists. It is vital for SA professionals involved in
the development of college students to be well versed in ways in which they can support
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leadership development in their students. The ACPA/NASPA Leadership (LEAD) competency
area outlines the knowledge, skills, and dispositions professionals need to employ to build
relationships that capitalize on the strengths of students, faculty, colleagues, and the community
to advance the mission and goals of an institution (ACPA/NASPA, 2015). Senior-level SA
professionals rated new SA practitioners high in this area (Hoffman & Bresciani, 2012).
In contrast, entry-level SA professionals scored themselves significantly lower on all five
Kouzes and Posner leadership practices than did mid- and senior-level professionals, while
senior-level professionals scored themselves higher on all five leadership practices than did the
mid- and entry-level professionals (Daniel, 2011). Daniel (2011) utilized the Leadership
Practices Inventory (LPI) to survey SA professionals. The LPI covers five areas of behaviors
including: Model the Way, Inspire a Shared Vision, Challenge the Process, Enable Others to Act,
and Encourage the Heart. Although Daniel’s research study was mixed methods in nature and
analyzed demographic differences of the participant group, the results add to the body of
literature regarding how student affairs professionals perceive their leadership behaviors.
Specifically, the category in which student affairs professionals rated themselves lowest was
Inspire a Shared Vision, while they scored themselves highest in Enable Others to Act.
Regarding senior-level SA professionals, the participants in this demographic scored
highest in the area of Enable Others to Act, followed by Encourage the Heart, Challenge the
Process, and Inspire a Shared Vision from highest to lowest. Daniel’s study also examined
differences among males and females; however, not separately for each dependent variable.
Overall, females scored highest in Enabling Others to Act and lowest in Inspire a Shared Vision.
They scored higher than males in Encourage the Heart, yet lower in all other categories of the
LPI.
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When Hoffman and Bresciani (2012) surveyed university faculty, they ranked the
importance of leadership practices significantly lower than did senior-level SA professionals and
mid-level managers. Moreover, non-white respondents were more likely than White participants
to attribute their master’s degree to their proficiency of leadership competence (Lindsay, 2014).
Those with a master’s degree scored themselves lower than those with a doctoral degree as it
pertained to feelings of proficiency (Muller et al., 2018).
Existing studies on leadership in higher education have been quantitative. Also, prior
research has focused on education levels as a factor in the self-perceived competence of
professionals in terms of their leadership knowledge and skills, and the use leadership practices.
The present study will inquire about the experiences senior-level SA professionals have had
throughout the course of their careers, which have informed their self-perceived level of
competence of leadership.
Organizational and Human Resources. The Organizational and Human Resources
(OHR) competency area includes the knowledge, skills, and dispositions that a professional
needs to navigate a political system, leverage resources, and maximize human capital
(ACPA/NASPA, 2015). Cho and Sriram (2016) measured institutional culture in relation to
collaboration, and identifying predictors of collaborative skills in SA professionals. The
researchers surmised that experienced professionals can help to ensure that new professionals
learn the needed skills for successful collaboration. Gansemer-Topf and Ryder (2017) examined
mid-level supervisors’ perceptions of the skills needed for effective entry-level student affairs
work and compared these responses to the ACPA/NASPA competencies. Mid-level managers’
perceptions of skills aligned with stated competencies with some minor discrepancies noted.
Another prior study examined student affairs personnel at community colleges and how
different competencies can help professionals serve students at this type of institution (Munsch
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& Cortez, 2014). Senior-level SA professionals credited their level of proficiency in the area of
OHR to their doctoral degree (Lindsay, 2014). Men scored themselves higher than women in this
competency, while those with a doctoral degree scored themselves as higher than those with a
master’s degree. Those with bachelor’s degrees scored lower than those with master’s degrees
(Muller et al., 2018).
Each state and community’s economic landscape impacts sectors such as education. As
budget cuts and appropriations change year to year, understanding the fiscal landscape of an
institution as well as how to leverage human capital is especially crucial for senior student affairs
professionals. Institutional budgeting and the flow of resources in addition to how funds are
raised to reach goals and objectives help senior SA professionals to streamline initiatives and to
be more effective (Westfall, 2011).
The aforementioned research studies were quantitative in nature, and failed to explore the
experiences of SA professionals that informed levels of competence in OHR. The present
qualitative study will illustrate the career experiences of senior-level SA professionals that have
informed their level of competence in this area. Doing so will add to the richness of the research
literature relevant to ACPA/NASPA competencies.
Personal and Ethical Foundations. Individuals are a product of their experiences. The
lived experiences we have help to shape how we think and feel, as well as our perspectives and
behaviors. When an individual has a belief system comprised of core values, they can make
decisions that lead to behaviors aligned with their beliefs. Making sound, ethical decisions in the
best interest of oneself as well as students, colleagues, and the institution results from knowing
one’s beliefs and being able to self-assess and self-correct one’s own behaviors. ACPA provides
SA professionals with ethical principles and standards to assist them with best practices and
behaviors for decision-making to avoid ethical problems. Those standards are: (1) Professional
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Responsibility and Competence; (2) Student Learning and Development; (3) Responsibility to
the Institution; (4) Responsibility to Society (ACPA, 2006).
Professional Responsibility and Competence. These include a set of standards for
student affairs professionals to maintain professional decorum. Staying up to date on policies and
procedures related to the management of student records and confidentiality laws. Being honest
and transparent about individual credentials, qualifications, and limitations so as not to
misrepresent oneself during a hiring process will ensure ethical practice. Also, self-monitoring
one’s own skills and knowledge, and seeking help when needed to be most effective.
Student Learning and Development. Student development encompasses much more than
just facilitating subject-based learning. College campuses are places of holistic learning, which
includes emotional, social, spiritual, and physical development as part of developing an
individual identity. This ACPA standard makes recommendations related to treating students
respectfully while keeping in mind differences of culture, religion, gender, race, disability, and
sexual orientation. The forethought and willingness to refer students to appropriate resources
during times they need support, be it academically or personally, is paramount to fostering a
climate of support.
Responsibility to the Institution. Student affairs professionals should not only adhere to
university policies and procedures, but also support their institutions’ mission, goals, and
objectives. Therefore, all behaviors should be in accordance with and representation of their
institution. Staying up to date on changes in legislation that impact the state, and ultimately, the
institution is vital, especially within state funded colleges and universities.
Responsibility to Society. Higher education institutions are not only involved in
educating students academically, but they are also involved in supporting the overall
development of students so they can eventually become productive contributors to society.
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Because of this, university personnel should exhibit concern for the welfare of students and keep
their well-being in mind during the execution of all policies and departmental procedures. ACPA
advises that student affairs professionals should have an awareness of social justice issues and
how those issues may impact their students while maintaining professional decorum and respect
for all constituents (ACPA, 2006).
Consequently, when ACPA and NASPA joined forces to adopt the 10 competencies that
student affairs professionals should become proficient in so they can do their jobs more
effectively, they included Personal and Ethical Foundations (PPF). This competency area
addresses the knowledge, skills, and dispositions that help a SA professional maintain a level of
integrity based on self-awareness (ACPA/NASPA, 2015). Liddell et al. (2016) recommended a
set of guidelines for midlevel and senior student affairs professionals to use with new
professionals entering the profession. First, clarify and reinforce the rules. Discussions about
policies and procedures can help to clarify any confusion and misinterpretations of what
constitutes ethical practice and what does not. An understanding of expectations and
responsibilities within work roles can be a part of the on-boarding process as well as re-visited
periodically. Second, clarify and articulate values. Giving new professionals the opportunity to
self-reflect on their personal values and how they can integrate them into their work can help
with congruency and impacts integrity. Next, be someone worth emulating. Being self-aware and
having a clear understanding of one’s personal values and beliefs can lead to imparting this
knowledge onto others, especially those who may be newer to the profession of student affairs.
Lastly, develop habits of reflection such as active listening.
According to O’Brien (2018), SA professionals reported this competency as one of the
most frequently used in their jobs. Non-white SA professionals who scored lower in this area
than those who identified as White, and those who had a higher level of education scored higher
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(Muller et al., 2018). Research exists on the factors that impact career development and
professional identity of new and midlevel SA professionals. For new SA professionals,
experiences during and after graduate school had the most impact on professional identity; while
for midlevel professionals, values congruency, community connection and career contentment
factored into their professional identity (Hirschy et al., 2015; Wilson et al., 2016).
After reviewing the literature, I found that previous studies examining student affairs
professionals and this ACPA/NASPA competency area focused on professionals who were either
new to the profession or were mid-level. Research that included senior-level professionals
inquired about the frequency of this competence in daily practice. The present study will aim to
examine the experiences that senior-level SA professionals have had throughout their careers and
how those lived experiences have helped to inform their knowledge, skills, and dispositions in
this competency area.
Social Justice and Inclusion. Throughout history, social justice issues like human and
civil rights, and freedom of speech have been brought to the attention of community leaders, the
media, and federal law makers. Social justice issues that impact local communities, states, and
the nation are reflected on college campuses also. Higher education leaders, like university
presidents, often issue statements aligned with the institutional mission and vision to reassure the
university community that the campus is a safe and inclusive place to study and work. So long as
there are various schools of thought in society, these issues will continue to be concerns for
colleges and universities.
As a result, professional organizations like ACPA and NASPA provide support to
professionals to better equip them to effectively tackle these topics. The Social Justice and
Inclusion (SJI) (formerly known as Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion) competency area is
comprised of knowledge, skills, and dispositions that help SA professionals as it pertains to
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diverse student populations. In addition, this competency helps professionals to address issues
related to social inequities and injustices, as well as oppression.
I discovered that most research literature related to social justice and inclusion segmented
student populations demographically (e.g., inclusivity for LGBTQ students, non-majority
students, non-traditional students, and students with disabilities). Moreover, prior research
recommends incorporating knowledge of diversity in graduate level curricula, especially related
to issues of oppression and privilege (Weiner et al., 2011; Hoffman & Bresciani, 2012). SA
professionals who self-reported as being underrepresented in higher education (e.g., non-white,
those with a disability, and LGBTQ) scored themselves higher in this competency than those
who did not self-report as being underrepresented (Muller et al., 2018). According to Boss et al.
(2018), most new professionals in student affairs consider social justice and inclusion topics
challenging in their everyday work due to a lack of theories related to this issue. Some student
affairs personnel did not feel supported by their institutions as it pertains to matters of diversity
and inclusion (Boss et al., 2018). Senior student affairs administrators with doctoral degrees
attributed their competency in this area to their degree.
The literature on issues related to social justice and inclusion on college campuses is
extensive. In contrast, the research literature that addresses student affairs professionals’ feelings
of competence to best serve students is not as common. The present study will probe into the
experiences of senior-level student affairs professionals to learn how they have contributed to
their knowledge, skills, and dispositions in this competency area.
Student Learning and Development. The Student Learning and Development (SLD)
competency area deals with the fundamentals of student development theory (ACPA/NASPA,
2015). Knowledge of theory and how to apply it in practice is something from which
professionals in student affairs can benefit. In the Statement of Ethical Principles and Standards,
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ACPA provides recommendations for daily practice in this area, reminding SA professionals that
student learning and development is a key responsibility of the profession. Development not only
academically, but also related to emotional, physical, social, moral, cognitive, spiritual, career,
and personal growth are all part of student development (ACPA, 2006).
The research indicates that new professionals are rated high in this competency by midlevel managers and senior-level SA professionals (Hoffman & Bresciani, 2012). With regard to
feelings of competency, White senior-level SA professionals credit their doctoral or professional
degree as being helpful in the area of SLD. Non-white respondents responded similarly;
however, at a lower rate (Lindsay, 2014). Also, SA professionals with a doctoral degree scored
higher in this competency area than those with a master’s degree, and those with a master’s in
student affairs scored higher than those with a master’s in an unrelated area (Muller et al., 2018).
O’Brien (2018) found that this competency area was not among the most referenced by the
majority of SA professionals, nor was it among the least used in daily practice.
Although prior studies have surveyed senior-level student affairs professionals, this
competency area was not assessed in terms of specific experiences being possible contributors to
confidence level. The current study aims to examine whether senior-level SA professionals
attribute their self-perceived competence certain lived experiences.
Technology. The use of technology in higher education has grown drastically over the
last decade (Cabellon & Brown, 2017). The digital age provides higher education institutions
with the opportunity to reach students electronically. The need for print materials has decreased
thanks to digital technology (Pennington, 2011; Stoller, 2013). Students, faculty, and staff utilize
online platforms, such as Canvas, to engage in online discourse as well as submit assignments
and exams. Social media is another way to engage students and university personnel. Seventythree percent of adults use some form of social media (Cabellon & Junco, 2015). Data sets can
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be used by decision makers within colleges and universities to inform policy and procedural
changes. Retention and completion rate data can be retrieved from online data warehouses such
as Degree Works. The rise in the use of technology can bring with it privacy, data integrity, and
First Amendment conflicts to colleges and university environments (Stoller, 2013).
The Technology (TECH) competency area centers around the resources and tools that can
help SA professionals effectively and efficiently facilitate their programs and activities
(ACPA/NASPA, 2015). Prior studies on the ACPA/NASPA competencies may have not
addressed technology as a competency on its own because it was included as a thread within
other competencies. However, when the competencies were revised in 2015, technology was
added as an area on its own. Despite the growth in the use of technology in the U.S., this is a
competency area student affairs professionals claim to use the least (O’Brien, 2018).
Although new SA professionals rated themselves low in this area (Herdlein, 2013),
senior-level SA professionals perceived new practitioners as advanced and rated them high
(Herdlein, 2013; Hoffman & Bresciani, 2012). In terms of gender, men scored higher than
women in this competency (Muller, et al., 2018). Ironically, fewer than 10% of the current
graduate preparation programs teach about technological competence (Cooper et al., 2016). The
present study intends to discover which experiences senior-level student affairs professionals
credit for their self-perceived competence of technology.
Values, Philosophy, and History. The Values, Philosophy, and History (VPH)
competency area contains the knowledge, skills, and dispositions that align professional practices
with the profession of student affairs (ACPA/NASPA, 2015). An understanding of the history of
the profession in addition to the core values and philosophies helps SA professionals substantiate
their work. Senior-level SA officers rated new professionals in the profession high in this
competency (Hoffman & Bresciani, 2012). Arguably, this can be attributed to knowledge gained
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during their graduate preparation programs. In contrast, however, Schneider’s (2014) research
showed that most new SA professionals indicated a basic or intermediate proficiency in this area.
Student affairs professionals from different institutions with various levels of experience
reported this competency as one of the least frequently used in their jobs (O’Brien, 2018).
With regard to degree attainment level, White senior-level SA professionals credit their
doctoral or professional degree as being helpful in the area of VPH. Non-white respondents
responded similarly; however, at a lower rate (Lindsay, 2014). The present study will illuminate
the experiences of senior-level student affairs professionals and whether those experiences have
contributed to how confident they feel about their skills and knowledge in this competency area.
Self-perceptions of Student Affairs Professionals
The aforementioned skills, knowledge bases and dispositions differ among position levels
and institutional types. The research indicates that the perceptions SA leaders have of their
professional and institutional work life have a direct and significant impact on both their
satisfaction and morale; that is, the quality of work life (e.g., professional activities and career
development, recognition for competence and expertise, department and external relationships,
perceptions of discrimination, working conditions) is important to SA leaders and has a strong
influence on their level of satisfaction, morale, and subsequently their intentions to leave (Lovell
& Kosten, 2000). The research suggests that evaluating their own levels of competency is
something that is more difficult for new SA professionals to do than their more seasoned
counterparts (Renn and Jessup-Anger, 2008). Hence, senior student affairs professionals believe
that administration, management, and human facilitation skills, knowledge of student
development theory and functional area responsibilities as well as traits of personal integrity and
cooperation are required for one to be successful (Lindsay, 2014).
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Experiences that Influence Self-perceptions of Competence
Thus, “most researchers view self-concept as a set of structured self-attitudes that is
relatively stable and characteristic of an individual” (Demo, 1992). There are a variety of
experiences that can impact how professionals feel about the work they do and their ability to
perform the tasks that are required of them. I found some parallels in the research literature about
the experiences working professionals have during their career trajectories that impact feelings of
competence. For example, participating in professional development activities, relationships with
colleagues, mentors, and supervisors as well as the number of years in higher education, can play
a role in an individual’s sense of self and competence.
Professional Development. To grow as a working professional, individuals can engage
in professional development activities. By joining professional organizations and participating in
national meetings and conferences, reading professional journals, and sharing and exchanging
best practices with colleagues, practitioners can learn more about best practices and how to
mitigate challenges in their respective areas. Professional associations for SA administrators date
back to the early 1900s with groups like the National Association of Deans of Women and
National Association of Deans of Men. Currently, the two leading student affairs professional
organizations are the National Association of Student Personnel Administrators Student Affairs
Administrators in Higher Education (NASPA) and the American College Personnel Association
College Student Educators International (ACPA) (Elkins, 2015), which were established in the
1920s to provide a platform for information sharing and professional development.
Traditionally, the purpose of professional development has been to help professionals
gain new knowledge or skills they can use in daily practice (Carpenter & Stimpson, 2007). The
activities can include: new staff orientation, seminars and workshops, newsletters and in-house
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communications, leaves of absence for formal academic course work, temporary staff
assignments, interdepartmental staff exchanges, team projects, group activities, staff
development committees, coaching, self-directed study, and mentoring.
Roberts (2007) posited that the majority of SA professionals (57%) would rather learn
new technology skills by participating in on-campus workshops, while 48% prefer to learn more
about diversity by attending conference presentations and meetings. Fifty percent like to learn
about legal issues by reading professional journals, and 37% like to learn about evaluation and
assessment by attending conferences. A critical argument made by Carpenter and Stimpson
(2007) is that the relationship between a staff member and their supervisor plays a major role in
crucial conversations about the need for continued professional development due to skill
deficiencies. If the supervisor to employee relationship lacks trust and open communication, key
conversations about the need for additional learning and training tend not to take place.
Mentorship. The word mentor can be defined in a variety of ways. Searby, Ballenger,
and Tripses (2015) categorized mentors as teachers, counselors, sponsors, coaches, and spiritual
guides. Traditionally, mentors commit to providing support to others and are equipped to do so
because they have a significant amount of experience and knowledge. Much has been written
about mentorship in relation to personal and career development; however, the scope of the
literature narrows when honing in on mentorship in higher education.
When examining mentorship within higher education, much of the literature points to
undergraduate and graduate students mentored by faculty and staff. Higher education
administrators can also benefit from mentorship. Mentorship can help a professional advance in
their career (Singh, 2009); however, these experiences may not have an immediate impact on an
individual’s career development and ascension to leadership. Much of the research I found with
respect to administrators was from the 1980s and 1990s.
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While research on the effects of mentorship on SA professionals specifically is scarce,
there have been some recent studies conducted with participants who work in higher education.
For example, Tareef (2013) found that 92% of university faculty agree that their careers were
influenced by another individual or individuals. With mentorship being a factor in the success of
career professionals’ development, it would seem paramount for colleges and universities to
offer formalized mentorship programs. However, that is not the case in medical schools, as less
than 20% of faculty report having a mentor (Darwin & Palmer, 2009).
When examining student affairs professionals, most credit a mentorship experience or
relationship to their feelings of confidence in the competency area of Values, Philosophy, and
History (VPH) (Lindsay, 2014). New SA professionals have reported needing support when it
comes to navigating the campus culture and political landscape (Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008).
University faculty stated that the most important aspects of their jobs their mentors assisted them
with was helping students, research, and provided support for career development and
promotion; with the least important being conflict resolution (Tareef, 2013). Forty-nine percent
of SA professionals surveyed by Roberts (2007) admitted they prefer receiving advice about how
to deal with leadership challenges from their mentor, and 28% stated they rather learn how to
address diversity issues by discussing it with their mentors.
Number of Years of Experience in Higher Education/Student Affairs. Arguably, a
stable work environment and consistency of daily practices and responsibilities can foster career
development, planning, and identity (Savickas et al., 2009). An SA professional who has been in
the profession of higher education for, say, 20 years or more can reflect on times when the use of
technology in the work environment was supplemental and not a necessity. The need to be
proficient in the use of technology, therefore, was not as crucial as it is presently. Also, personal
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life-changes necessitate the re-prioritization of career and the search for a work-life balance
(Savickas et al., 2009; Wilk, 2016).
As society continues to advance and communities outside of college campuses change,
issues like campus safety, discrimination, and cyber security lead to a need for greater
understanding of laws, policies, inclusion, and ethical practices to best serve our students.
Undoubtedly, the longer an individual works in the same environment, the more experiences
they have. Self-concept research indicates that self-evaluation typically becomes more positive
over a life span. Self-evaluation can increase throughout the life span as a result of more work
experiences the individual has (Demo, 1992).
Like the research has shown, both human and organizational resources and leadership are
competencies naturally attributed to individuals in an upper-level role with administrative
responsibilities, including supervision and decision-making (Lindsay, 2014). The three most
highly rated competencies can all be related to interpersonal management: human and
organizational skills, leadership, and ethical professional practice (Schneider, 2014). Although
the law, policy, and governance competency is important in student affairs, it was rated as one of
lowest (Schneider, 2014). Furthermore, honing one’s competencies in the following areas is
recommended: (a) adaptability of institutional culture, (b) treating professional development as a
journey, (c) the sharing and exchange of best practices, (d) participating in mentorship
experiences, and (e) creating a professional identity (Razek et al., 2016). Additionally, seniorlevel SA professionals who stated they were satisfied with their roles and responsibilities stated
they were less likely to leave their institutions (Tull, 2014).
Senior-level Student Affairs Professionals
Senior-level student affairs professionals are administrators who interact with
institutional leadership and their divisions’ middle and entry-level staff more than they interact
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with students (Sandeen, 1991; Heffernan, 2011). Therefore, they should have a thorough
understanding of their institutions’ missions, goals, and objectives as well as the policies and
hierarchical structure to effectively do their jobs (Heffernan, 2011). The Values, Philosophy, and
History and the Law, Policy, and Governance competencies are important areas in which seniorlevel SA professionals should feel confident.
The career path of student affairs professionals as they ascend into senior-level positions
can differ. Some individuals progress along a continuum that includes the completion of a
master’s degree followed by an entry-level position, which leads to middle management, and
eventually, a senior-level position. According to Biddix (2013), student affairs professionals are
often in middle management positions for extended periods of time unless they pursue, and
attain, a terminal degree. This phenomenon often impacts women more than it does men (Biddix,
2013).
Although it can be argued that SA professionals enter the profession because they enjoy
working with and advocating on the behalf of college students, senior-level student affairs
officers (SSAOs) seldom have the most direct contact with students due to the breadth and scope
of their respective roles. In contrast, entry-level student affairs practitioners typically have the
most interaction with students. The aforementioned circumstances can vary by institution type.
For example, SSAOs who work on small campuses can perform many roles, which means a
greater likelihood of interfacing with students. As a result, the competencies that SSAOS need to
have can vary depending on whether they work at a large, public university or a small college.
For instance, because a small institution allows student affairs professionals to wear
many hats, SSAOs in this environment need to have advanced skills and knowledge in the
Student Learning and Development (SLD) competency area. The more student interaction a
student affairs professional has in their daily work, the more important the SLD competency
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becomes because having a solid foundation of how students mature both socially and cognitively
leads to greater understanding and empathy. Also, on a small campus, SSAOs may have more
direct contact with entry-level staff (Westfall, 2011). This is vital to know because entry-level
positions within student affairs departments also need support as they mature in their respective
roles.
Additionally, generational gaps exist within teams, which can add a layer of complexity
for SSAOs as they are managing their divisions. Also, performance issues and conflict can
impact collaboration and team morale. Therefore, ongoing training and development
opportunities are vital to senior student affairs professionals as they continuously monitor and
support their teams (Laws, 2011). Knowledge and skills about organizational and human
resources are a vital part of the job for SSAOs. As more seasoned professionals work alongside
newer professionals of a different generation, opportunities for learning and mentorship can
build more collaborative departments within units (Pennington, 2011).
On large campuses, departments often work in silos (Snyder, 2011). Although SSAOs in
this environment should have an understanding of the issues that impact their student body, the
information will come from those who interact directly with the students. University provosts
and presidents look to SSAOs to keep them informed about the key issues that impact their
students. As a result, SSAOs need to keep their eye on the larger picture, while staying informed
of the policies and procedures, as well as know the political landscape of their institution to meet
the demands of their jobs (Snyder, 2011; Sandeen, 1991).
With regard to the sharing and exchanging of information, the digital age has added a
demand to an increase in the knowledge of how to utilize technology like social media.
According to Pennington (2011), it behooves SSAOs to have sound knowledge of technology as
it pertains to the use of social media, marketing, public relations platforms, and software and
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hardware utilization. In fact, technology can also be used by SSAOs for long-term planning of
their units and institutions (Pennington, 2011).
To enhance their confidence in the work they do, it is encouraged that SSAOs continue to
learn irrespective of how long they have worked. Professional development opportunities, like
workshops and conferences can provide more knowledge as well as opportunities to learn from
other professionals. Likewise, reading professional journals and fostering relationships with
mentors who can provide guidance and support are also ways of increasing knowledge and skills
(Carreon, 2011).
Chapter Summary
This chapter provided an overview of the literature relevant to student affairs and the
competency areas that help practitioners to be effective in their roles. To surmise my review of
the literature, the majority of the research studies that have been conducted on student affair
professionals, competencies, and job effectiveness have utilized either a quantitative or mixed
methods approach. Interestingly, participants were noted as identifying the following
competencies as most important to their jobs: (1) Law and Policy, (2) Leadership, (3)
Organizational and Human Resources, (4) Personal and Ethical Foundations, (5) Social Justice
and Inclusion, (6) Student Learning and Development, and (7) Technology.
A common thread in the literature that surveyed senior-level SA professionals to inquire
about how they rated new and mid-level professionals was that they rated them lowest in
Leadership and Student Learning and Development. Also, the areas in which new and mid-level
SA professionals viewed themselves as weakest or the least supported were: (1) Assessment,
Evaluation, and Research, (2) Social Justice and Inclusion, (3) Technology, and (4) Values,
Philosophy, and History.
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Studies that examined the competencies in terms of SA professionals’ levels of degree
attainment, found that those who hold a doctorate degree attribute their education level to their
high levels of self-perceived competence in the following areas: (1) Advising and Supporting, (2)
Assessment, Evaluation, and Research, (3) Law, Policy, and Governance, (4) Organizational and
Human Resources, (5) Social Justice and Inclusion, and (6) Values, Philosophy, and History.
Research studies on the experiences that can influence the self-perceived competencies of
senior level SA professionals were reviewed and surmised. Some of the common findings within
the research literature is that the experiences SA professionals attribute to their sense of self at
work often involves interpersonal relationships, such as mentoring relationships. Also,
opportunities such as trainings and professional development experiences as well as how long
they have worked within a higher education environment can contribute to overall contentment.
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CHAPTER THREE:
RESEARCH METHODS
The purpose of this study was to delve into the experiences senior-level student affairs
(SA) professionals have had during their career trajectory that have contributed to their selfperceived competence. Specifically, the 10 areas of competence used in the present study are
pertinent to the profession of student affairs because they have been adopted by the American
College Personnel Association College Student Educators International (ACPA) and the National
Association of Student Personnel Administrators Student Affairs Administrators in Higher
Education (NASPA).
To appropriately answer the following research questions of the study, I chose to utilize a
qualitative approach.
1. How do senior-level SA professionals describe their levels of competence in each of the 10
ACPA/NASPA competency areas (figure; Professional Competency Areas for Student
Affairs Educators, 2015)?
2. Which experiences have influenced the self-perceived competence levels (as it pertains to the
10 ACPA/NASPA competency areas) of senior-level SA professionals?
Table 1 explains which interview questions pertain to each research question.
In Chapter One, I outlined the problem statement, explained why the proposed study is
significant, as well as shared the delimitations of the study. Also, in Chapter Two, a review of
the literature was presented. This chapter comprises the research method in detail, including
information on data collection and analysis.
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Qualitative Approach
The purpose of this study was to illuminate the experiences of senior-level student affairs
(SA) professionals and how those experiences have contributed to their sense of competence. To
garner rich details about the individual experiences of the aforementioned demographic, a
qualitative approach was utilized. Qualitative research can be conducted in various ways (e.g.,
narrative research, phenomenology, ethnography, case study, and grounded theory) (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). This qualitative study utilized narrative inquiry, meaning participants had the
opportunity to share their stories and lived experiences. Also, by using a qualitative approach, I
was able to gather in-depth information about the participants’ lived experiences.
Interpretive Framework. In qualitative research, the researcher is the instrument in their
study. As the researcher, I was the interpreter of data from which conclusions were drawn. From
an epistemological standpoint, the paradigm of this study was an interpretive one.
Since the purpose of the current study was to inquire about the details of personal
experiences, narratives are paramount. As the researcher, I asked both closed and open-ended
questions during the interview process in order to probe the participants and listen to their
responses. The participants’ individual stories, or narratives, informed me of their lived
experiences in order for me to interpret the data and draw conclusions (Creswell & Poth, 2018;
Patton, 2015).
Specifically, by conducting interviews, I was able to ask the necessary questions to
address the research questions. The use of narrative inquiry allowed me to learn about the
participants’ unique, individual experiences that have led to how they view their ability to do
their jobs. I examined the competency levels of senior-level SA professionals based on how they
rated themselves by way of the interviews. The participants were asked about their respective
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career trajectories and how their experiences have influenced how they feel about their skills and
knowledge. Answering open-ended questions during the data collection stage gave the
participants the opportunity to share their personal experiences as they lived them. It also
allowed me to gather the essential qualitative data. My understanding of the experiences were
based on how the individual participants described their own unique stories that have resulted
from the way they view themselves. This, in turn, illuminated the complexities that have
contributed to the participants’ self-perceptions in relation to the ACPA/NASPA competency
areas.
During the data analysis stage, I organized the participants’ responses to find common
threads. This information led to conclusions for the study. Student Affairs professionals who
work within state university systems in the Southeast and who serve in senior-level roles as
defined in Chapter One were invited to participate.
Participants
I conducted an online search to review college and university Web sites and compiled a
list of prospective participants who fit the intended demographic based on how it was defined in
Chapter One. Participants included senior staff from five universities within the Southeast. The
participants were generalists who oversee departments within student affairs units.
The universities were similar in that they all: (1) were public, research universities, (2)
granted doctoral degrees, and (3) had a total enrollment of more than 15,000 students. The
prospective participants had the following position titles: vice president of student affairs and
associate vice president of student life/programs (or dean of students). In the event that an
institution had both an associate vice president of student life and a dean of students, the
associate vice president was invited.
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Each individual’s name, position title, and contact information were identified and stored
electronically using Microsoft Excel. After Internal Review Board (IRB) approval, I invited the
prospective participants via electronic mail (e-mail). I introduced myself and provided a link to
the electronic informed consent form with a reply deadline date (See Appendix B). Also, a letter
from my dissertation committee chairperson, who is a colleague of the prospective participants,
was included. This was done intentionally in order to gain interest and participation in the study.
The individuals invited to participate in the research study had the option to electronically
consent to participate or decline participation. Qualtrics software documented the informed
consent responses, allowing me to track those who had not responded.
A reminder e-mail was sent to those who had not replied. Those who agreed to participate
by granting consent, received a subsequent e-mail with next steps, including a list of the
ACPA/NASPA competencies and the interview questions. There were no responses declining
consent, but several invitees did not respond.
The goal of the present study was to garner participation from at least eight senior-level
student affairs practitioners as defined in Chapter One. The primary form of communication was
e-mail; however, the participants were also provided with my phone number, which gave them
an alternate way of communicating in case they had questions about the study, including how the
interviews were to be conducted, interview questions, ACPA/NASPA competencies, etc.
Pilot Study
A way of testing proposed research methods is to conduct a pilot study before doing the
actual study (Chenail, 2011). A “test run” of the study provided me with feedback that was used
to inform adjustments to my data collection and analysis plans. In preparation for the interview
phase, a pilot study was conducted with a group of two participants. The individuals qualified to
be part of the actual study’s participant group; therefore, they fit the definition of senior-level SA
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professional as defined in Chapter One, specifically geographic region. The instrumentation of
the study included an opportunity for participants to provide feedback regarding the interview
questions. The pilot study served not only as a trial run of the actual study, but also helped to
address researcher subjectivity. After receiving feedback from the pilot study participants, I
decided not to refine the interview questions.
Data Collection
To understand the lived experiences of the participants, vital information that helped to
answer the research questions was collected. First, I provided the ACPA/NASPA Professional
Competency Areas for Student Affairs to each participant for review. The interview protocol gave
me the opportunity to ask clarifying questions and allowed the participants to describe their
experiences in great detail.
ACPA/NASPA Professional Competency Areas for Student Affairs Practitioners.
The ACPA/NASPA Professional Competency Areas for Student Affairs Practitioners is a preexisting document drafted in 2010 and revised in 2015. I provided participants with a copy of the
competencies before their interviews. This afforded each participant the opportunity to review
the competency areas and their descriptions prior to being asked questions pertinent to their
competency levels and experiences (figure 1). During the interview phase, for example, the
participants responded to specific questions about how they identified (e.g., foundational,
intermediate, advanced) in each competency.
The creation of the ACPA/NASPA Competencies stemmed from a collaboration between
the two professional organizations. The organizations formed the Joint Task Force on
Professional Competencies and Standards in 2009, which included members of both groups.
After reviewing material from the Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher
Education (CAS), ACPA, and NASPA, the task force recommended a structure of key
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competency areas. At a general meeting in 2010, NASPA and ACPA adopted the 10
competencies after garnering support from the general membership of both organizations
(Munsch & Cortez, 2014).
After several years of utilizing the competencies, ACPA and NASPA formed the
Professional Competencies Task Force in 2014 to re-examine the original document. By
reviewing existing literature pertinent to student affairs work, the task force was able to make
recommendations for changes that would make the competencies more useful to student affairs
professionals. For example, technology was an area that was commonly addressed in the
research literature. Technology was mentioned in each of the competencies however, it did not
exist on its own. Consequently, the task force deemed it vital to add technology as a new
competency area (ACPA/NASPA, 2015).
Although the task force did not remove any of the existing areas, some of the
competencies were renamed. For instance, Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion was changed to
Social Justice and Inclusion. The task force argued that the new name would make this
competency more of a process further aligning it with practices, while the term “diversity”
sounded more participatory and less of a call to action. The decision was further substantiated
by research findings suggesting a societal shift away from just awareness, leading to active
orientation in individuals as they hone their knowledge and skill sets (ACPA/NASPA, 2015).
In addition to Social Justice and Inclusion and Technology, another competency area was
re-evaluated after 2010. Initially, the Personal and Ethical Foundations area was considered two
separate sections. After the task force reviewed literature relevant to these two topic areas, it
found that they were best combined because they are skill sets that are interdependent
(ACPA/NASPA, 2015).
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Also, the competency area Advising and Helping was changed to Advising and
Supporting. In terms of language, the word helping denotes a service-oriented or therapeutic
delivery of services to students. With student affairs professionals’ roles becoming more and
more general, and not specific to directing students, the term supporting seemed more fitting to
the task force (ACPA/NASPA, 2015). .
Lastly, in terms of language, there were two modifications to the competency document.
The word competency was redefined in 2015 from “knowledge, skills, and attitudes” to
“knowledge, skills, and dispositions.” This was done intentionally to make the language more
congruent with research terminology moving away from attitude to disposition. Additionally, the
term basic to describe the first level of competency attainment was changed to foundational. The
task force agreed that the term basic carried a negative meaning for some and they chose to
incorporate it to reflect a starting point from where student affairs professionals could learn and
grow (ACPA/NASPA, 2015).
Semi-structured Interviews. Interviews in qualitative research “allow me to probe and
to check that they understood correctly what is being said” (Atkins & Wallace, 2012, p. 2). In the
present study, semi-structured interviews over videoconferencing were conducted.
Semi-structured interviews are one-on-one, conversational interviews that allow the
interviewer to ask closed and open-ended questions (Newcomer et al., 2015). They also allow for
clarifying questions, affording the participants to provide the researcher with great details about
their experiences. Because the actual study aimed to delve into the personal experiences of
individuals and ask what experiences have contributed to their sense of competence, it was
important to be able to ask thought-provoking questions to garner the needed data to address the
research questions.
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Some of the disadvantages of semi-structured interviews include the length of time they
take to conduct, prep and set-up time, analyzing, and transcribing the data. They can be labor
intensive without assistance. Another potential challenge is that the interviewer should know the
content and be poised and professional without introducing their own personal opinions
(Newcomer, et al., 2015).
Despite the clear disadvantages to using semi-structured interviews, I used them in
my study due to the advantages they have. By conducting semi-structured interviews, I had
the opportunity to ask open-ended, probing, clarifying, and follow-up questions. In doing so,
the participants’ responses provided rich details about their individualized, personal
experiences.
For example, specific interview questions asked participants to rate themselves as either
foundational, intermediate, or advanced in each of the competency areas. These types of
questions addressed the first research question about each individual’s sense of competence to
meet the demands of their jobs (See Table 1). Secondly, for each competency area, there was a
question asked about which experience or experiences have contributed to their sense of
competence in the same area. Those questions addressed the other research question.
Table 1. Research and Corresponding Interview Questions.
Research Question
1. How do senior-level SA professionals describe their level of
competence in each of the 10 ACPA/NASPA competency areas
(figure; Professional Competency Areas for Student Affairs
Educators, 2015)?
2. Which career experiences have influenced the self-perceived
competence levels (as it pertains to the 10 ACPA/NASPA
competency areas) of senior-level student affairs professionals?

43

Corresponding Interview
Question
11, 13, 15, 17, 19, 21, 23,
25, 27, 29

11-30

After participants submitted informed consent, I followed up with confirmation of receipt
of the informed consent form and asked the participants about their availability to participate in
an online interview.
A digital voice recorder was used to document the interviews. Also, the Microsoft Teams
software allowed me to record the interviews as video files. The use of digital technology
allowed me to save digital files onto a computer or laptop for later retrieval in the transcription
phase. First, I asked the participants questions that were demographic in nature pertaining to: (1)
gender, (2) race and ethnicity, (3) degree attainment level (4) college/university, and (5) job title,
and (6) years of experience. (See Appendix B).
The interview questions were a combination of open-ended questions as well as questions
that had three options (e.g., foundational, intermediate, and advanced). The latter allowed the
participants to share how competent they felt they were in each ACPA/NASPA competency area.
Because the interview questions were open-ended, the participants had the opportunity to
elaborate as much as they liked as they respond to each question. However, if responses were
brief, I asked follow-up, or clarifying questions, about why the participants rated themselves as
they did. Furthermore, I asked which experiences contributed to the participants’ feelings related
to their self-disclosed competency levels (See Appendix C). The participants’ responses provided
me with the qualitative information needed to answer the research questions of the present study.
To gather rich, qualitative data, it was important to spend a substantial amount of time
interviewing each participant. Therefore, I allotted one hour and a half for each interview.
Although participants were informed of a possible thirty-minute follow-up interview to ask more
clarifying questions, follow-up interviews were not needed.
Data Analysis
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The data analysis stage included transcribing and organizing the collected interview data.
Interviews were recorded using a feature within the Microsoft Teams software. Additionally, the
software transcribed the interviews and the transcripts were e-mailed after each interview. After
all interviews were transcribed, the data was then transferred into the DeDoose web-based
software. DeDoose is an online software that can be used for qualitative studies to organize and
analyze data as well as facilitate thematic coding.
The initial, pilot study data afforded me the opportunity to analyze the data through two
strategies of triangulation. One strategy was coding the interview responses using existing
themes in the research literature. For example, one of the themes researchers found that
contributed to a professional’s self-perceived notion of competence was professional
development experiences. As a result, in the current study, similar responses mentioning
opportunities that can be classified as professional development would be coded as such. Using
DeDoose, categories were color coded to organize the content data efficiently. A second
approach was to code the data independent of categories that exist in prior research in an effort to
find common themes. Both strategies were implemented and successful for the study.
The data analysis stage occurred again in the actual study by transcribing and organizing
the collected interview data from the cadre of participants. The first step after the interviews was
transcription. The Microsoft Teams software transcribed the interviewed and provided me with a
transcript after each interview.
After each interview was transcribed and saved as a Microsoft Word file, the data were
organized and coded. This process helped to find patterns and emerging themes as well as match
the responses to each research question. (See Table 1). Also, I employed the assistance of an
experienced qualitative researcher to serve as reviewer. The reviewer took another look at the
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interview responses and my thematic coding to help increase the validity of the study and
mitigate bias.
Role of the Researcher
In qualitative research, the researcher is central to the research. Furthermore, the
ontological perspective of qualitative research is that there is more than one reality and it is
constructed by the researcher (Lichtman, 2013). Also, a researcher’s perspective is based on their
own personal experiences and they tend to become affected by their subjects or study
participants (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013).
The researcher as instrument can be the greatest threat to trustworthiness in
qualitative research if time is not spent on preparation of the field, reflexivity of
the researcher, the researcher staying humble and preferring to work in teams to
that triangulation and peer evaluation can take place (Poggenpoel & Myurgh,
2003, p. 320).
For example, I have a background in student affairs. My master’s degree is in college
student affairs from a public, four-year university in the Southeast. Also, I entered the profession
of student affairs in a traditional way upon completion of a graduate program. After graduation, I
was hired in a full-time, entry-level position working in undergraduate admissions. From there, I
transitioned to working within a professional development, technical assistance, grant-funded
project engaging with graduate students and faculty members housed at colleges and universities
across the country.
Since then, my professional experiences include coordination of professional meetings
and conferences, as well as medical school admissions. In my most recent position, I have
supervised a team of young professionals within a medical school admissions office at a public,
four-year university in the Southeast.
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Trustworthiness
As mentioned in Chapter One, subjectivity and lack of generalizability can be limitations
that influence reliability and validity in a research study. According to Poggenpoel and Myurgh
(2003), the researcher can be the biggest threat to trustworthiness in qualitative research.
However, there are several ways in which the researcher can increase trustworthiness. In the
present study, for example, I practiced reflexivity as well as recognized personal biases that
could impact the study.
I acknowledged that I brought biases to the study due to my educational background and
professional experiences after graduation. By being cognizant of my personal subjectivity, I
realized I would be able to relate to some of the participants’ narrated experiences as they
pertained to their self-perceptions and competency levels and their ability to do their jobs.
Acknowledging biases adds quality to research and is of particular importance during the data
collection stage of qualitative research. Researchers can address biases by engaging in selfreflexivity prior to conducting research (Tracy, 2010).
Self-reflexivity. One way in which I addressed my biases was by keeping a journal
before, during, and after conducting the research for this study. By recognizing my own
experiences and intentions prior to and during the research process, I remained cognizant of my
role as the interpreter of the participants’ experiences.
Interviews “allow the researcher to probe and to check that they understood correctly
what is being said” (Atkins & Wallace, 2012, p. 2). Because the present study used a traditional
semi-structured interview protocol, I remained cognizant of my biases. Certain comments or
statements could prompt or sway the participants’ responses. By acknowledging this possibility,
I did my best to remain neutral, which further mitigated bias.
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Another way to assuage subjectivity is to consult with an unbiased consultant during the
data analysis stage (Turner, 2010). To address this challenge, I worked with a code checker or
reviewer during the data analysis stage. The code checker conducted a review of the codes that
led to the common themes drawn from the participants’ responses.
Also, the interview questions were tied to specific research questions. Each research
question was addressed by corresponding interview questions. This reduced the likelihood of
including questions that addressed personal curiosities instead of questions that were necessary
to answer the research questions. This not only further mitigated subjectivity, but also
maintained the integrity of the research process.
In qualitative research, it is recommended that the researcher employ strategies that will
augment validity. This increases trustworthiness. In this study, I utilized several validation
strategies proposed by Creswell and Poth (2018). I used: (1) rich, thick description, (2)
triangulation, (3) peer review, and (4) member checking.
Rich, Thick Description. Thick description is paramount for increasing credibility in
research (Tracy, 2010). With this in mind, the present study included demographic information
about the participants, such as gender, race/ethnicity, and number of years in student affairs.
Further, a description of the institution in which each participant worked is provided. Detailing
this information helps to make the study’s findings transferrable to similar settings and
individuals (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Tracy, 2010).
Triangulation. When employing different types of methods, the researcher strengthens
their study (Patton, 2015). For the pilot study, I used two different ways of organizing the data.
First, I code the data gathered from one interview by using existing themes in the research
literature and paired responses to those pre-existing themes. Then, I coded data acquired from the
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second interview by using my own categories based on my interpretation of the participant’s
experiences.
Member Checking. During the process of reviewing the interview notes and preparing
them for transcription, I provided participants with a rough draft of their interview question
responses. By doing so, they had the opportunity to let me know if something was missing from
the notes. This process allowed the participants to check the data for accuracy before
transcription, further increasing credibility and validity (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Peer Review. To increase credibility, I employed the assistance of a code checker to peer
review how I coded the interview participants’ responses. During this debriefing process, the
validity of the data was increased and reduced researcher bias by providing a check of the
interpretation of the data (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Chapter Summary
This chapter outlined the methods I utilized in the study. It also addressed participant
selection, the role of the researcher, trustworthiness, data collection and analysis. Subsequent
chapters include the research results and conclusion of the study.
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CHAPTER FOUR:
RESULTS
Introduction
The purpose of this research study was to determine how senior-level student affairs (SA)
professionals rated themselves in relation to the 10 American College Personnel Association
College Student Educators International and the National Association of Student Personnel
Administrators Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education (ACPA/NASPA)
competency areas. The study also sought to investigate which lived experiences the participants
had that led to their sense of competence in each competency area. An e-mail was sent to two
senior-level SA professionals from doctoral degree granting institutions in the Southeast, inviting
them to participate in a pilot study. After conducting the pilot study interviews, the data were
initially analyzed and coded using the three themes found in prior research studies as outlined in
Chapter Two. The data were re-analyzed by free coding to find a repetition of responses and
emergent themes. As a result, three additional themes were found. A reviewer or code checker
was employed to review the coding. This process helped to increase accuracy as well as mitigate
researcher bias. No changes to interview protocol were made.
An e-mail (see Appendix D) was sent to 13 senior-level student affairs professionals from
doctoral granting institutions in the Southeast United States inviting them to participate in the
study. Three out of 13 (23%) responded agreeing to participate in the study. It is not known why
the response rate was low. However, due to the recent pandemic and social injustice issues
during this time, it is possible that the invitees were preoccupied with institutional
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responsibilities stemming from these external factors. As a result, the pilot study participants
were added to the study because they met the criteria based on position title and institution type.
The total number of participants in the study was five, yielding a response rate of 33%. Eighty
percent (n=4) were male, while 20% (n=1) were female. In terms of race and ethnicity, 60%
(n=3) were White or Caucasian, 20% (n=1) were Hispanic or Latino, and 20% (n=1) were
African American. As it pertains to career path or trajectory to student affairs, 80% (n=4) had a
traditional path to the profession, while 20% (n=1) had non-traditional trajectory. (See Table 2).
Despite having somewhat different career pathways, the one thing all of the participants
had in common was their current position titles resulting in a similar scope of work. All
participants serve in senior-level administrator positions, specifically vice president of student
affairs. They each play a similar role on their respective campuses, to oversee departments that
interface with students in non-academic ways. The universities in which these individuals work
are also similar in that they are large, research-based, doctoral degree granting schools with a
minimum student enrollment of at least 15,000. As a result, the expectations of their vice
president positions are similar.
The interview questions (See Appendix C) utilized were designed to address the
following research questions: (1) How do senior-level SA professionals describe their levels of
competence in each of the 10 ACPA/NASPA competency areas (figure; Professional
Competency Areas for Student Affairs Educators, 2015)? and (2) Which experiences have
influenced the self-perceived competence levels (as it pertains to the 10 ACPA/NASPA
competency areas) of senior-level SA professionals?
Before we address the research questions, it is important to note that the data collection
phase of the present study took place during a tumultuous time in history. The COVID-19
pandemic arrived in the United States in the spring of 2020, presenting a set of challenges of epic
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proportions to colleges and universities nationwide. Specifically, issues pertaining to health and
safety impacted many areas, including both academic and student affairs. On-campus resources
such as residence halls, dining facilities, academic spaces, delivery of instruction, etc. had to be
re-evaluated in order to mitigate contagion and maintain health standards. As a result, university
leaders found themselves in a state of limbo; deciding whether to deliver academic instruction inperson, online, or a mixture of both.
Compounding the complexity of dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic, university
leaders had to deal with a new challenge impacting academic institutions pertaining to civil
unrest. The United States faced a state of civil unrest due to police brutality and the death of
several African-American citizens at the hands of law enforcement. The country found itself in a
state of upheaval as the citizenry irrespective of gender, race, or ethnicity took to the streets to
protest. During these times of civil unrest and uncertainty, university campuses were faced with
the challenge of reassuring the student body that safety measures and precautions were being
examined and strategies were being implemented so that students were free to express their
thoughts and opinions peacefully.
As the country turned to a stay-at-home order, university presidents steadfastly
announced the shift to online learning to maintain the health and safety of both students, faculty,
and staff. Administrators were required to respond to concerns from parents, students, and
university employees, albeit from home, posing a new set of technological challenges for them.
The transition from being on campus daily and having access to the resources and logistical
support network they were used to, to working from the confines of their homes while still
meeting work expectations had to have been extremely taxing and overwhelming.
Not only was there a global pandemic and civil unrest due to social injustices related to
race, the United States found itself divided politically. The politicization of the pandemic and the
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state of civil unrest, arguably left individuals feeling as though they were either on the left or the
right side of these issues. Simple tasks like visiting a grocery store now required customers to
wear a mask to protect themselves. While some viewed “wearing a mask” as a safety precaution,
listened to science and complied to maintain their safety, others saw this simple act as
unconstitutional. Grappling with the aforementioned issues can leave individuals feeling
overwhelmed. The low response rate from those invited to participate in this study could be a
result of the challenges, both professionally and personally, these senior-level administrators
were facing at the time they received the invitation.
Those who accepted the invitation to participate in this study were assured that
pseudonyms would be used instead of their actual names. Protecting their anonymity was of
utmost importance, especially in the political climate during the time of this study. Although the
participants answered all of the interview questions, several asked for confirmation that their
responses would remain anonymous.
Table 2. Participant Group.

Pseudonym Gender Race/Ethnicity
Andrew
Male White/Caucasian
Black/AfricanBrandon
Male
American
David
Frank
Heather

Male
Hispanic/Latino
Male White/Caucasian
Female White/Caucasian

Career
Trajectory
Traditional
Traditional
Nontraditional
Traditional
Traditional

Length of
Time in
Higher
Education
27 years

Length of
Time in
Student
Affairs
27 years

Length of
Time in
Current
Position
3 months

30 years

30 years

3 years

25 years
23 years
22 years

4 years
23 years
22 years

4 years
10 months
5 years

Levels of Competence
This section covers the data pertaining to the first research question, “How do seniorlevel SA professionals describe their levels of competence in each of the 10 ACPA/NASPA
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competency areas?” for each of the 10 competency areas, there are knowledge, skills, and
dispositions that fall under three categories: foundational, intermediate, and advanced. The
participants rated themselves as advanced in most of the competency areas. (See Figure 2).
Ratings by Competency Area

Number of Participants

5
4

Advanced

3
Intermediate
2
1

Foundational

0

Competency Area

Figure 2. Ratings by Competency Area
The following sections describe their confidence levels in each of the ACPA/NASPA
competency areas outlined in figure 2.
Advising and Supporting. This competency focuses on the knowledge, skills, and
dispositions SA professionals should possess so they can provide guidance to students. By way
of self-awareness and awareness of students’ needs, professionals can help students and
colleagues progress holistically. All of the participants interviewed in this study rated themselves
as advanced in Advising and Supporting. The participants indicated a desire to advise students
54

through leadership journeys and via institutional models that ensure advising on a more
consistent level for all students. Heather stated that she feels very confident in student advising
and enjoys advising students through their leadership journeys.
I have been in an advising and supporting role with students, so I feel very
confident in my understanding of how to advise students….how to support
students through their student leadership journeys, through their student
experiences and it's one of the parts of my jobs that I've always really enjoyed
doing. I think this is one of the critical roles that student affairs professionals play
on our college campuses. (Heather)
David stated that his institution has a model called “care management” which was implemented
to provide a holistic approach to student advising.
We've been developing a unique approach to providing support services to our
students. A holistic approach that we call “care management” in which we're
trying to break down silos between the different supporting roles, so that would
provide more timely and effective assistance to students. (David)
One participant described advising as an aspect of his job that he enjoys doing, although it is not
specifically stated in his job description. Andrew mentioned his personal desire to advise
students as a main factor in his decision to interact with students on a daily basis.
I spend a lot of time (even though I'm an administrator) with students at student
events, meeting with students, working through issues with organizations and
clubs…that's when I think they really see what you're about. So, it's a real focus
for me. It's really easy. I could honestly not interact with students all that much in
this job, if I wanted to. But then, to me, what's the point of doing this? But I do
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know people in my position that really empower their folks to do that, and they
don't do much of it, but I do. I do engage with students quite a bit. (Andrew)
Assessment, Evaluation, and Research. The Assessment, Evaluation, and Research
competency involves a SA professional’s ability to address the effectiveness of programs and
practices. Three of the participants considered themselves intermediate in this area, while the rest
rated themselves foundational or advanced. David, who rated himself foundational, indicated that
his disciplinary background did not provide him with a strong foundation in assessment and
evaluation. Conversely, Brandon, who rated himself advanced, felt his background through
graduate education provided him with a skillset in this competency area.
I've got a basic knowledge of those processes, but don't feel more than
foundational in that…while I value assessment and know how to use the results of
evaluations, I can't conduct it myself. (David)

I think this one started in grad school…I was introduced to the principles and
concepts of assessment and evaluation and then there were components as I
gained experience of the job. (Brandon)
Respondents who categorized themselves as intermediate stated that conducting
assessments and evaluations was not a responsibility that rests on them. Moreover, there are
departments or specific individuals at their institutions who can assist with these tasks. Frank
asserted that although he has become more involved with key performance indicators,
assessment and research is not an area in which he spends a substantial amount of time, despite
the department of assessment and research reporting to him.
It is not an area that I spend significant time in. I mean, certainly assessment and
research in the division reports to me and did when I was the Dean of Students,
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and so I've become more engaged with key performance indicators with outcomes
and strategic planning, but I wouldn't say that if I had to serve as the Director of
Assessment and Research that I would have the competence level to be the expert
in that role. (Frank)
Law, Policy, and Governance. The Law, Policy, and Governance competency deals
with the knowledge, skills, and dispositions that impact the work of SA professionals when it
comes to policy development, the governance structure in their state and the legal implications
that can impact their work. Two of the participants categorized themselves as advanced. Andrew
explained that although he does not consider himself an expert when it comes to law and policy,
he knows he can create policies to address current issues, such as the pandemic.
A big part of my job as an administrator is creating policy working with the
president and the rest of the people on the cabinet to develop policy that's going to
best help students be successful, but also help the university continue to move
forward. We're developing policy right now around all of this coronavirus stuff,
which obviously didn't exist a month ago or two ago…I don't think I'm a legal
expert, but I'm very involved in legal issues and policy issues. It’s a huge part of
what I do. (Andrew)
Two of the participants rated themselves as intermediate. Heather stated that constant
changes in laws and policies compelled her to be flexible and adaptable when implementing
policy.
While I would like to say I have a mastery of it, I would be hard pressed to say
that because every year, and certainly every election cycle, there are new
policies…new laws that we have to reckon with and we have to get up to speed on
very quickly, and that requires flexibility. It requires adaptability both from our
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practice perspective and then obviously the way that we structure our institutional
policies. So, if the law didn't change, I might say advanced, but because it
changes, I would be hard pressed to say that. (Heather)
Similarly, David, who rated himself foundational, admitted to having a steep learning curve
when it comes to law and policy. He also mentioned that laws change and it is difficult for him to
keep up with all of the changes.
I think that's been my steepest learning curve since starting in this position and
assuming the responsibilities for student affairs. Federal and state laws are
complicated and dynamic. It's changing, as I'm sure you know in so many
areas…hard to keep up with it and I think it's more important to make sure I put
the right people in place who have a deep understanding of the law and policy to
make sure we know this in detail. It requires expertise and it requires practice and
training. (David)
Leadership. The Leadership competency area outlines the knowledge, skills, and
dispositions professionals need to employ to build relationships that capitalize on the strengths of
students, faculty, colleagues, and the community to advance the mission and goals of an
institution. All but one of the participants rated themselves as advanced in this area. Andrew
called this one of his greatest strength areas. He feels connected to students and staff on his
campus. He believes the relationships he cultivates at his institution help him to collaborate and
get his job done.
It is my nature…to connect with people. It's critically important to get anything
done in the university, it's about connections. I guess it's probably assumed in any
work setting, but we're talking about the university. So, the reality is, if I don't
have a good relationship with the CFO of the university or the athletic director, or
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legal, or whoever, that can really impede what I need to get done professionally.
So, I make it a high priority to make those connections to help those folks out
when I can. I think that also translates to connecting with students and
staff…creating connections with them, I think is critically important. One, for
their development, but two also for my credibility and my understanding of what's
going on…So, relationships are how everything gets done. Yeah, everything else
is important, but without the relationships, it's hard to get anything done.
(Andrew)
One of the senior-level professionals who took part in this study rated himself as
intermediate when it comes to leadership. Frank, who considers himself more of an operational
person, did not aspire to be in a role of executive leadership. He is more apt to modify the
processes of an office than to serve in a leadership role.
I’d place myself intermediate predominately because setting myself against a
rubric of others that I interact with…it's bizarre to think of that because that is
where my education sits. I mentioned that I've advised student organizations, but I
kind of consider myself more of an operational person, which is odd because I'm
sitting in an executive leadership role right now, but I'm very much an operational
kind of person. I didn't ever really aspire to sit in this role. My aspiration coming
up through graduate school was to be a Director of Housing and then even when I
became a Director of the Student Union, it was probably one of the roles that I
most enjoyed. I think that was because when you oversee a student center, there is
a good combination of strategic frame, but also operations. When I think about
change management…when I think about leading significant efforts, I'm really
good at tweaking processes and I think I'm good at evaluating where things might
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be better but, for instance, if it was to create a brand new initiative from the
ground up, I wouldn't see myself leading that piece. (Frank)
Organizational and Human Resources. The Organizational and Human Resources
competency area includes the knowledge, skills, and dispositions that a professional needs to
navigate a political system, leverage resources, and maximize human capital.
Most of the respondents rated themselves as advanced in this competency area. The rest
categorized themselves as being intermediate. Andrew described himself as advanced because he
has had a significant amount of practice leveraging resources. He noted being faced with difficult
decisions that necessitated re-evaluating the budget, making cuts, and determining if personnel
needed to be terminated to reduce cost.
I spend a lot of time trying to leverage resources, both financial and human. A lot
of times in higher education student affairs, our budgets are not what we need to
have. We don't have, at least the schools that I've been, I don't have the ability to
have a specialist for every opportunity in every position in every area. So, I spend
a lot of time connecting people together helping them understand that three
different departments working on a project together is much more powerful than
each of them doing a separate one, financially and in terms of human capital, a
real challenge for student affairs is getting students to engage and participate in
different things. So again, the more you leverage different communities together
the more opportunities and more people that you'll bring into more and more
energy, so I’ve done a lot of that. And unfortunately, we do a lot of “how do we
pay for things? What do we need to do?” I talked a little bit ago about reallocating money for programs that are successful that are proven. I'm at a point
now and I have been before in my career where we don't have enough money. The
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university is going to lose 52 million dollars between spring and fall, so I've got to
make decisions on if we get to the point where we need to cut people. How do I
do that...it's leveraging understanding of who has the most impact. (Andrew)
Brandon, who rated himself as intermediate did not believe he was proficient in leveraging
human capital and delegating work when appropriate.
I likely don't leverage the human capital around me as much as I could or should.
Part of this is almost like it's easier for me to get it done and do it myself than to
empower others or give other people responsibility to do so and so it's only when
people say, “Hey can I help? What can I do?” that I might think to involve others
and I'm not talking about downloading grunt work. I'm talking about involving
people in meaningful work to help solve problems. I'm not talking stuff that I
don't want to do. (Brandon)
Personal and Ethical Foundations. The Personal and Ethical Foundations competency
area addresses the knowledge, skills, and dispositions that help a SA professional maintain a
level of integrity based on self-awareness. It is one of the competencies SA professionals use
most frequently in their jobs (O’Brien,2018). Most respondents described themselves as
advanced in this area. For example, Frank stated he leads with integrity and wants those around
him to trust his decision-making. He attributes his high moral standing to his parents and
upbringing.
I think that I've always tried to do the right thing. Some of this goes with being
risk averse too, but I never wanted to be questioned on a decision that I might
make that I was telling myself might be a bad decision, but it wasn't out of bad
intention. When I think that some of that comes to even back to how I look at the
advising and supervision frame, is that, in trying to lead by example I'm trying to
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obtain a sense of integrity with folks that work with me…have trust in my
decision-making process, trust the direction that I'm leading them in...not
questioning my motives. I think really, that's potentially even from the time that I
was young, I mean if some of that is just who I elected to surround myself with in
life and coming up through the world of how I grew. Whether it was my parents
or my mother who was a teacher. My father worked for the postal service. I found
them both to be of fairly high moral standing. It was just something that always
was important to me…was that your word is the only thing that you really have at
the end of the day. (Frank)
David indicated a confidence level of intermediate. He feels it is important to his role to
be able to defend the university’s stance on an issue that he may disagree with. He also deemed it
important that others not detect his disagreement with his superiors and feels this is an area in
which he can improve.
I had some experiences when I've had to ask myself whether I can support a clear
directive given to me or not. On those occasions…they've been rare fortunately, I
ask myself, “Does it cross a line?” and “What's the goal line? Is it something that
would compromise my values so much that I have to step down because I can't
implement?” Fortunately, there have been a couple of times when I've had to ask
myself that, and in both cases I tell myself that the issue at hand did not cross that
at the goal line and I could do it. Because it's important in the job as a vice
president to be able to articulate and defend the university's position on something
and I have to do it well enough so that people won't detect that I am in
disagreement with higher authorities. But I say intermediate because I think this
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is…it's such a key component of the job that I and others can always improve. I
would never say I'm advanced in my ethics. (David)
Social Justice and Inclusion. The Social Justice and Inclusion competency area is
comprised of knowledge, skills, and dispositions that help SA professionals pertaining to diverse
student populations. In addition, this competency helps professionals to address issues related to
social inequities and injustices, as well as oppression.
Two of the participants rated themselves foundational, while two others categorized their
level of competence as intermediate. Although David rated himself foundational and Heather
rated herself intermediate, both identified leading students to degree completion as a driving
force to social justice.
I think this is an area that needs to be examined and while I consider myself a
champion for social justice, I think we need to be very careful about promoting a
particular cause, and so I think to myself the justification for me doing the work I
do every day…I think getting a student to degree is the best way for me to
promote social justice. (David)

This is a place of continual learning for me and has been throughout my career. I
think about the way social justice and inclusion work has transitioned over the
past 25 years, and I can absolutely say that what we're doing now with our
graduate students is much more intensive and intentional than what my cohort of
master’s students was doing 25 years ago. Also, I think the national conversation
around social justice and inclusion, practice and work has shifted in those 25
years...to be able to help facilitate the attainment of degrees for students in our
state is a calling that I think we have an obligation to support our students in ways
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that I have not seen at other institutions that I've worked at. So whatever we need
to do as an institution, as a division, as a department to help facilitate student
success…that is rooted for me in social justice and inclusion practice, and I have
never been more sure of that than I am here and I get to sort of live that out on a
daily basis in our work. So, I feel like it's an area of growth and learning on a
daily basis, and then also more importantly, an obligation for access and
affordability and degree completion that we have to keep pressing on no matter
where we're at, but certainly here [referring to her university]. (Heather)

Brandon, who considered himself intermediate, explained that he feels deficient in
this area because there is language and methodology that didn’t exist when he was in
school. He admits frustration about attempting to advocate for change at his institution,
but does not believe he went about it the right way.
I'm intermediate in this area and have had several conversations with our folks in
our multicultural office particularly the last 20…24 days or so and in this regard
being a person of color only gets you so far. There's a methodology that didn't
exist when I was in either grad school or doc school. There was barely anything
related to diversity in my youth and let alone equity injustice that a lot of
professionals are coming out with today so they are well ahead of me in their own
formation knowledge advocacy about how to attack systems of oppression and
advocate for change at the institution. I have advocated for change in the
institution, but not the right way…not the kind of change that gets at the meat of
issues and challenges against systemic racism systems that were built by people
that don't look like me that have been in place long before I came back to my
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institution. So, one of the conversations we've been having is yes, I'm a Black
man and have my own issues and challenges about what goes on, but I'm also a
senior-level administrator and I’m part of the problem. I signed on to perpetuate
some of these systems and policies that potentially marginalize our Black students
and Black faculty, staff, and LGBT, and all the other identities that are out there,
so I need to step back along with my other colleagues and look at what the hell
we’re doing with this new lens that will help us see clearer into the most obvious
things that we just miss…we have blinders on. (Brandon)
Student Learning and Development. The Student Learning and Development
competency area deals with the fundamentals of student development theory. The vast majority
of the respondents rated themselves as intermediate in this area. One participant rated himself as
advanced.
Two respondents, Heather and Frank, were among those who rated themselves
intermediate and mentioned a lack of knowledge of contemporary theories as a contributing
factor for feeling deficient in this area.
Student development has changed over the past 25 years and the way that we
think about student development has changed. I came up at a time where we
learned all these development theories or all stage theories. They're all very
traditional white men, affluent…basis of those research studies. So, now we have
this whole new set of theories, critical race theories that are more identity-based.
We had some identity-based theories back then in the late 80’s, early 90’s, but
nothing in terms of race or at least we weren't being taught them. (Heather)
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I would say that my knowledge of student development theory really rests
primarily on the foundational elements, and so while I've not done as much
research into critical race theory, I've not done any real research into the various
theorists that have probably even come around post-1980’s and so it's not
something that I practiced day-to-day. (Frank)

Andrew, who rated himself as advanced, explained how he uses his knowledge about
theory to help students. He uses his understanding of theories as a basis. However, he does not
let it guide every decision.
I do utilize student development theories. My knowledge and understanding of
how students learn, grow, and develop is a baseline for conversations. And I think
I've become adept over the years. It's really tempting to peg students right away
and say, “Oh they’re multiplistic or whatever”, and I think that gets us in trouble.
So, I think I've learned to use my understanding of theory and development as a
backdrop and kind of a general construct, but I don't say “Okay, well, because
they are now in emerging identity that we need to do this”. I'm not sure if that's
good or bad. But I think that I do utilize student development theory. I do
obviously understand it, but I don't use it for every decision I make. (Andrew)
Technology. The Technology competency area centers around the resources and tools
that can help SA professionals effectively and efficiently facilitate their programs and activities.
Most of the participants rated themselves as intermediate. One participant rated himself as
foundational. Some mentioned a familiarity with social media, but a lack of knowledge and skills
as to exactly how to incorporate the platforms into their work.
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Brandon, who rated himself intermediate, explained his lack of education when it comes
to technology and revealed having a colleague he can turn to who can assist with this area.
I don't necessarily have the education or training or the skillset to name particular
products or solutions for the challenges that we have. I have the benefit of a
technology person in the division and that's what he does for me and for us and so
I talk about what I'm looking for and then he either knows that he knows
something out there…a product that can assist or will do the work for me, but I
certainly understand the technology world that students operate in and that we live
in. (Brandon)

In addition, Frank, who also rated himself as intermediate, did not feel advanced in the
technology competency because it was not part of his everyday work.
Even from the perspective of proficiency, like in a social media perspective, you
know that's not a place that I fully integrate or would consider myself advanced
from the perspective that outwardly facing you know, not the person that's going to
be able to put together some type of montage that you put out on Twitter, Instagram,
or Tik Tok. So, I think that I wouldn't say that I'm innovative in that arena because
it's not a part of the day-to-day. (Frank)

Although Heather rated herself as intermediate, she recalls finding creative ways to meet
students where they are in order to best engage them through technology. This attribute could be
considered advanced.
Technology evolves. It has evolved and I guess none of us who grew up without
cell phones or computers could have envisioned today, right? I think what is
important about this as a competency though, is that we have to think about how
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technology can inform and improve our practice. As student affairs professionals
or higher education professionals, and to that end, I feel like I have done a lot of
work in order to be able to do that both personally and then from a capacity
perspective for the departments, the units, the division that I am working in and
that started early on in my career path. When, you know, I realized that in order to
be able to reach students we had to be where they are and in in the early days that
meant physically. So, if you know students are walking in from the parking deck,
we used to set up, you know, um, coffee and conversation in the parking deck so
we could reach commuter students, for example, that were walking into campus
from the parking deck, um…or the you know, you're in the residence Hall at 9
o'clock at night because that's where students are, but overtime and you know, we
still do those things too. But over time that evolved to will students are online,
and so whether that's Facebook or Twitter or Instagram or Tik Tok or, you know,
Snapchat or whatever, we have to be where students are if we want to be able to
convey information and meaningfully engage with them. (Heather)
Values, Philosophy, and History. The Values, Philosophy, and History (VPH)
competency area contains the knowledge, skills, and dispositions that align professional practices
with the profession of student affairs. Most of the participants in this study rated themselves
advanced in this area, while the rest stated they were intermediate. David, whose background is
not in student affairs, rated himself intermediate because this area is one in which he is still
growing. Frank also rated himself intermediate; however, he gave different reasons for his sense
of confidence. He recalls the factors that led to his decision to accept a job offer at his current
institution and compares his decision-making to that of a student choosing which college or
university to attend, concluding that geographic location was the largest decision-making factor.
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I think the application to professional practice is sometimes difficult. It's
interesting because when I speak to newer professionals and even those that are
finishing graduate school, sometimes folks look at the institution that they want to
work at much through the same lens as undergraduate students look at why they
want to go to certain institutions, and so it's a function of maybe what town they
want to live in. I ended up here because it was close to where my parents live, so I
don't know that I was ever mission aligned with the institution in as much as it
was close to my parents and then I set up a life here. I don't know how many
people really look at, when they seek work, mission alignment and personal
alignment with the institutional mission and strategic plan, who makes up their
Board of Trustees or their Board of Regents, where they sit in a town gown kind
of situation. I think if I were to do a job search, not that I haven't looked for
employment other places in my 21 years here, just has ended up that I stayed here.
I'm much more attuned to that. The more I progress in my career, that mission
alignment is much more important. (Frank)
Effect of Disposition and Career Path on Competence Levels
The profession of student affairs has historically been one of helping and
advocating on behalf of college students. Not surprisingly, the term disposition was
added to the definitions of the competencies when they were revised in 2015. Prior to
adding disposition, each competency area focused on knowledge and skills to proficiency
in key areas. However, by adding the word disposition, personality is acknowledged as
playing a role in how well a professional can do their job. This notion was evident in
several of the participants.
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Andrew, for example, recalled how intrinsically rewarding it is for him to interact
with students on his campus. Therefore, he intentionally places himself at events where
he is likely to interface with them. Admittedly, his position description does not lend
itself to having direct contact with students, but because he enjoys meeting and getting to
know students, Andrew deliberately places himself in situations where he can interact
with them. He shared these anecdotes about interacting with students when we discussed
the Advising and Supporting competence. His desire to advise students also led to
Andrew’s pursuit of mentorship opportunities. Currently, he mentors several students and
likes it when they seek him out for his advice and guidance.
Conversely, Frank considers himself a “behind the scenes” person. He recalled
enjoying his time working in residence life because the technical side of housing and
facilities fascinated him. Frank specifically spoke about being more of an operational
worker when he was rating himself in the Leadership competence. He self-rated as
intermediate and explained that he may feel more advanced if he was not so operational
and was more of a people person.
With respect to Organizational and Human Resources, Brandon disclosed having
a difficult time delegating work. This may sound shocking since senior-level
administrators have a staff to conduct business, especially administrative assistants to
ensure that the daily, logistical tasks are completed. Yet, Brandon rated himself
intermediate in this competency because he does not believe he leverages human capital
enough due to his need to see certain projects from start to finish. When asked where that
stems from, Brandon acknowledged that it is just who he is as a person.
In addition to disposition, there is another element that can affect confidence
levels--a professional’s career trajectory. With respect to the student affairs profession,
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arguably individuals with a traditional pathway to a senior-level position, can feel better
prepared to do their jobs effectively. This study included one participant, David, with a
non-traditional trajectory to student affairs. Accordingly, most of the foundational
responses came from David, who divulged that perhaps a graduate and or doctoral degree
in higher education would have led to higher confidence levels. He also felt intermediate
in other areas. Yet, he self-rated as advanced in two competencies (Leadership and
Organizational and Human Resources).
Emergent Themes and Sources of Competence
The data in this section address the second research question, “Which experiences have
influenced the self-perceived competence levels (as it pertains to the 10 ACPA/NASPA
competency areas) of senior-level SA professionals?” When the participants shared their
experiences, central themes began to emerge. These themes were: professional development,
mentorship, number of years of experience, teaching, upbringing, and graduate school education.
Three of the themes were mentioned in previous studies: professional development (Roberts,
2007; Carpenter and Stimpson, 2007), mentorship (Singh, 2009; Tareef, 2013), and number of
years of experience (Schneider, 2014). The remaining three themes were found after analyzing
the interviewee responses and recording the number of times responses were attributed to a
particular experience “theme.” A summary of the number of times the experiences “themes”
were identified by competencies is provided in figure 3 below.
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Number of Times Experinces Were Identified

Competency Areas by Experiences "Themes"
Years of Experience

12
10

Teaching

8
6

Professional
Development

4

Personal
Journey/Upbringing

2

Graduate
School/Education

0

Mentoring

Competency Area

Figure 3. Competency Areas by Experiences “Themes”
Graduate School Education. Graduate school education was referenced continuously in
the participants’ responses as a backdrop to their professional development and growth
throughout their careers. Although most completed their graduate degrees many years ago, the
participants revealed a sense of confidence attributed to knowledge gained from their graduate
school programs. The competency most influenced by graduate school education was Student
Learning and Development. Participants disclosed that graduate school education laid a
theoretical foundation for their knowledge and provided context for certain skills that were not
attainable from years of professional experience. Two competencies for which education was not
particularly influential were Leadership and Organizational and Human Resources.
Years of Experience. Years of professional experience in student affairs was the most
frequently mentioned source of competence across all competency areas. Each participant had
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over 20 years of experience, and they recalled their development and growth as they ascended to
senior-level positions. The two competencies most influenced by years of experience were
Leadership and Technology. Participants often referenced “trial by fire” as being the best way to
learn from their day-to-day experiences. They felt unprepared for job expectations early in their
careers; however, gained confidence over time by learning from past mistakes. The competencies
for which years of experience were least influential were Personal and Ethical Foundations,
Advising and Supporting, Organizational and Human Resources, and Social Justice and
Inclusion.
Professional Development. Professional development continues to serve as a vehicle for
which professionals grow and learn best practices within their profession. Providing access to
conferences, seminars, and membership in professional associations was often mentioned as
important activities to gain knowledge, work collaboratively with colleagues, and foster
professional growth. Although the majority of the respondents did not identify professional
development as a main influencer across competencies, the competency most influenced by
professional development was Law, Policy, and Governance. Respondents discussed their
affiliations with professional associations to familiarize themselves with the policies that impact
their work within their respective areas of student affairs. In addition, participants alluded to
attending policy sessions at conferences, like NASPA and the ASCA, and reading literature like
the Student Personnel Point of View as a way in which to remain knowledgeable on ethical
dilemmas of the profession. For working professionals who do not have a traditional trajectory to
student affairs or a graduate degree in a higher education discipline, attending on-campus
trainings and professional conferences can help to inform areas of weakness for them. For David,
attending NASPA conferences has been impactful since it allows him to learn more about key
topics related to student affairs, like law, policy, as well as ethical practices and technology.
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These are areas in which he feels less competent due to not having a graduate degree in student
affairs.
Mentoring. Mentoring was mentioned as an important component of development when
nurturing young professionals or being nurtured by senior-level professionals. The ability to
provide or gain knowledge was considered instrumental in the career development of seniorlevel student affairs professionals. Although the majority of the respondents did not identify
mentoring as a main influencer, the competency most influenced by mentoring was Advising and
Supporting. Mentorship is not easy. Many individuals interpret areas of improvement as negative
criticism. Respondents stated their relationships with mentors and mentees helped them
understand how to best advise and provide constructive criticism and guidance. Most participants
disclosed that their relationships with student mentees have been most helpful in helping them in
key competencies, like Advising and Supporting, Leadership, and Social Justice and Inclusion.
Andrew, for example, appreciates that mentorship relationships he has with his mentees. He
pointed out that some of his mentees are African-American students. Andrew, who is
White/Caucasian cited that his mentees taught him about the social justice issues that impact
their daily lives.
Teaching. Teaching allows student affairs professionals, who work with students in a
non-academic setting, the opportunity to interact in the classroom with students and gain critical
teaching experience. Also, teaching provides an opportunity for professionals to interact with
students and develop the students’ ability to think critically and also allows the professionals to
refresh their knowledge on topics they previously learned. The majority of the participants did
not identify teaching as a main influencer of confidence levels. Although minimal, the
competency for which teaching as an influencer was Social Justice and Inclusion. Respondents
mentioned that knowledge of student development theory was important when developing
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teaching strategies while interacting with students in the classroom. In addition, course content
like diversity and inclusion, add value to a practitioner’s knowledge and skills about privilege in
a historical and contemporary context, issues related to access and affordability, as well as
inclusion strategies.
Personal Journey/Upbringing. An individual’s childhood or upbringing can serve as a
foundation for their beliefs, values, and moral compass. These foundations can impact how they
view the world, make decisions, and interact with students and colleagues on a daily basis.
Although mentioned in several participant responses, the majority of the respondents did not
identify upbringing as a main influencer of confidence levels. However, the competency for
which upbringing as an influencer was Personal and Ethical Foundations. Participants recalled
parental influence, religious education, and growing up during the Civil Rights era as helping to
shape their belief system in this competency.
Competency Areas by Experiences “Themes”
Advising and Supporting. The themes that emerged most often in the area of Advising
and Supporting were mentoring and professional development. Brandon pointed out that he does
not approach mentoring by grouping students; rather, he likes to use an individualized approach.
We're the division more so than any other division that has the role and
responsibility for this student support and success piece, and so it happens and if
done correctly, it's labor intensive. It's not something you can just do as a group
because everybody's got individual, individualized needs and when I do the
mentoring thing, I take the investment in the student as a one-on-one relationship.
I'm not going to lump them all into a group and try to group advise when they're
all at different classes or different stages of development and decision-making
about what the future is going to be. (Brandon)
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In reference to professional development, Frank, who started his career in Housing,
attributed his ability to advise and support students to a training opportunity with sessions on
advising which informed his knowledge considerably.
When you grow up in Housing, there is a significant amount of supervision and
advising that you receive based upon your trajectory more so than you probably
do depending on how much of your career you spend in other entities. I spent the
formative part of my profession in housing and residential education and in that
time frame I attended the National Housing Training Institute. There was a
program on advising, recognition, and training that was developed based upon not
only research-based, but also practical experience…. So, I would say that it's
probably one of the most advanced areas that I have relative to my own
professional competence because it's a passion area through both experience as
well as research and development. (Frank)

Assessment, Evaluation, and Research. The theme that emerged most often in
Assessment, Evaluation, and Research was graduate school education. Brandon, in particular,
noted graduate school education was a contributor to his sense of competence because his
doctoral program involved assessment, evaluation, and his ability to conduct research. As a
student affairs professional, he relies on his knowledge of assessment, evaluation, and through
his research, believes more empirical data is needed in higher education research.
I think this one started in grad school…doc school for me. And that could also be
timed with when assessment became a thing in student affairs. As a doctoral
student, I was introduced to the principles and concepts of assessment and
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evaluation and then there were components as I gained experience. There were
components of assessment that I was responsible for, and as a vice president and a
vice chancellor, implemented the structure around program assessment in
particular and the cyclical review of our departments aligned with the CAS
standards to make sure that we're doing what we can and the idea of creating
positions specifically geared towards making sure that we have a culture of
evidence to support the work that we do. I mean a lot of this has been anecdotal in
nature and in today's higher ed we need more empirical evidence to back up what
we do and “feel good” isn't going to suffice as much. (Brandon)
Although the participants mentioned that assessment, evaluation, and research was
introduced in graduate school, it is not currently part of their day to day responsibilities and they
rely on other departments or individuals responsible for this type of work. Frank stated the
Department of Research and Assessment reports to him and he relies on their expertise in order
to make informed decisions about programs and initiatives.
I typically ask that our Director of Assessment and Research for the division is
able to attend meetings with me….I think that I can get through, but it's not an
area that even with a doctorate that I would say that I would be comfortable even
if they offered me the opportunity to teach a course in assessment of research or
evaluation even at the undergraduate level, I probably wouldn't accept that type of
role. (Frank)
Law, Policy, and Governance. The themes that most often emerged in the competency
of Law, Policy, and Governance were professional development and years of experience.
Respondents mentioned professional development and years of experience as providing a basis
for being informed on the laws that impact higher education. Specifically, working in tandem
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with legal counsel at their respective universities as well as grappling with the day-to-day issues
that require SA professionals to be up to date on the legal implications of their decisions
contributed to how they felt about their abilities to do their jobs. In addition, attending
professional association conferences provided opportunities for growth and development. Also,
some participants attributed their knowledge to their graduate school education--specifically, law
courses within their master’s and/or doctoral programs. Heather credits NASPA’s policy arm and
the APLU for informing her of the changes to higher education policy.
Involvement within our professional associations has definitely helped to inform
my understanding and I'll just use NASPA as an example. So, NASPA has a
public policy arm of the association and so, I always listen in on the public policy
briefings that are provided and read the newsletter that comes out every month or
every quarter (I can't remember which). When I go to a NASPA conference,
there's always a public policy briefing that's provided to vice presidents, and I
always go to that, and then I read a lot. I try to read a lot particularly when I know
things are coming like the final rule on Title IX…just trying to make sure I'm
informed. I also participate within an organization called APLU, the Association
of Public and Land Grant Universities, and we have a council on student affairs
and APLU is one of the major players in Washington, DC around public policy
and higher education, and so they do a very good job of keeping us informed of
both their advocacy on behalf of colleges and universities around various rulemaking etc. We've already scheduled a briefing on the new Title IX regulations
and the letters that have been sent on behalf of our institutions from APLU to
lawmakers. So, I think it's just a matter of making sure that you're using those
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connections and keeping up to date from our professional associations who are
really doing a lot of great work to keep us informed. (Heather)
Leadership. Although all respondents noted their years of professional experience in
student affairs as the sole developer of their leadership skills, their responses suggest upbringing
as a subliminal contributor to their sense of competence. Most developed their ability to lead
from experiences with positional authority and a pre-disposition of how to deal with people.
I would say that throughout my career I have been provided with opportunities or
sought out opportunities where I could demonstrate leadership and whether that
would be offering to chair a committee or developing a new program or process
or policy or whatever the case is, finding ways to demonstrate my willingness to
take on new responsibilities to be able to help direct an office or a program. Those
experiences have helped me to shape what I understand to be leadership…I think
those beliefs that I personally have about leadership have been shaped by my own
understanding of how people work best. (Heather)

Being a supervisor of others, being supervised by others, watching people’s
styles… certainly there's this idea of watching people and knowing what not to do
and learning from that …(Brandon)
Organizational and Human Resources. Although a particular theme did not emerge as
a main contributor, the responses suggest upbringing/personal journey and professional
development were influential in this competency. Reflecting upon past experiences helped one
particular respondent grow in this competency area. Heather recalled negative interactions with a
past supervisor that led to opportunities for self-awareness and reflection.
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Internally to say, “Okay, I would never do that to my employee”, or really taking
those experiences to heart to try to reflect on them...is this their downfall or was
this about me as the employee and trying to analyze where those deficits lie. I have
learned a lot out of that sort of reflection process and in some cases, and I'm thinking
of a specific example, you know, I think I probably didn't give enough grace to my
supervisor. (Heather)
Andrew relied on professional development, specifically in the area of human resources,
to understand the complexity of dealing with organizational issues; especially budgetary and
personnel decisions.
I have a meeting later today to talk about the five people that I think I'm going to
have to cut. Hopefully I don't, but when the budget comes out, I'm thinking I'm
going to have to and I don't want to cut any of them. They all have served a
purpose… it's about leveraging the organizational resources, both financial and
human …That's unfortunately a big part of what we do. (Andrew)
Personal and Ethical Foundations. The themes that frequently emerged in the area of
Personal and Ethical Foundations were upbringing, graduate school education, and professional
development. Upbringing, for instance, helped cement a foundation that participants felt they
carry into their respective roles. For David and Frank, parental and spiritual influences in
particular informed their personal values. Despite not being active in his faith currently, David
credits a strong religious background to his sense of confidence.
I think it has been a greater value to me…the upbringing that I had, and I suspect
people bring with them values that were developed or taught in religious settings
honestly is a church background so I went through the traditional church. My
parents had strong religious beliefs and practices, and while I'm not active like
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they were the principles and that foundation is there because that's what I was
taught. (David)
Frank, who mentioned watching his parents’ strong work ethic as a child, learned lessons
that have proven invaluable such as leading by example, possessing a sense of integrity,
and keeping one’s word.
From the time that I was young, I mean if some of that is just who I elected to
surround myself with in life and coming up through the world of how I grew.
Whether it was my parents or my mother, who was a teacher. My father worked
for the postal service. I found them both to be of fairly high moral standing. It was
just something that always was important to me, that your word is the only thing
that you really have at the end of the day. (Frank)
Graduate school education was also a source of competence in this area. Participants
recounted taking courses that addressed ethics in the student affairs profession. Heather
recollected receiving a strong foundation in this area from her graduate program and being able
to apply theory to practice.
I think the personal and ethical foundations was something that my graduate
program spent a lot of time talking about and helping to root us in the theoretical
and ethical principles of student affairs practice. Those practices that have been
longstanding within our fields and that was an expectation… I have carried that
with me through my career, and it's been one of the things that I have been very
grateful to have had that foundation, both that academic foundation and then sort
of the translation of that into the practice, the student affairs practice. (Heather)
In addition to upbringing and graduate school education, professional development was
identified as contributing to their confidence levels in Personal and Ethical Foundations.
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Brandon, in particular, felt reading literature about ethics in higher education has been a form of
professional development. In addition, Brandon stated “trial by fire” in light of current events
(e.g., civil unrest) had helped him problem solve and address institutional concerns impacting
students’ health and well-being.
Social Justice and Inclusion. There were no frequently mentioned themes related to
Social Justice and Inclusion. However, there were numerous experiences that centered on
professional development, mentoring, upbringing, and teaching. Andrew recalled his mentors as
he went through his own racial development and learned from them, as well as from mentees,
how to use his privilege to help others. In addition to his mentorship relationships, he spoke
about professional development opportunities where he was able to interact with
underrepresented groups and learn about their good and bad experiences.
I was able to learn that over my career with a lot of different mentors and working
with students and kind of feeling what they need and then coaching me and help
you learn and grow as well. When going through my own racial development, if
you will, from going through the different stages to a bearing point now where I
realize who I am and now I need to utilize my privilege to be helpful…moving
from a place of avoidance and blame. I've been through all of it and so learning
from a lot of people has been helpful and just training is really important in every
area, but in this area as well. Yeah, I've been to multiple NCORE conferences
where you totally immerse yourself in the training. You listen to people of color,
LGBT folks who have an open forum to speak truth and a lot of times in the
university campus setting that's not how it is…you don't really have that
opportunity. So potentially, to intentionally put myself in a place where they can
tell me exactly what their experiences have been and how people like me have
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impacted them, good and bad. So, I think it's a lot of training and a lot of seeking
out the right mentors. (Andrew)

Heather explained the importance of teaching and learning from her students. Teaching a
diversity course on her campus offered Heather the opportunity to refresh her knowledge about
diversity, social justice issues, and inclusivity. She recalled learning about diversity in her
graduate program; however, admits the curriculum today is far effective than in previous years.
I teach in our graduate program…a diversity globalization course every spring
semester for our master’s. I learn so much from the students who are in our class
and again this is a place where I feel like I tried to make a very conscious
investment in my own learning in sort of a continual basis. I am trying to reflect
back going back to the whole graduate preparation piece, social justice and
inclusion was certainly part of the discussion at that point in time. But I think
about the way social justice and inclusion work has transitioned over the past 25
years, and I can absolutely say that what we're doing now with our graduate
students is much more intensive and intentional than what my cohort of master’s
students was doing 25 years ago. (Heather)

A sense of competence in Social Justice and Inclusion was also attributed to upbringing.
David, who remembers experiencing racial segregation during the Jim Crow era, infers his
upbringing played a huge role in how he views this competency area. The impact of his
educational background, specifically not having a professor of Hispanic origin, contributed to his
life experiences and his overall sensitivity to social justice and inclusion.
Growing up Hispanic in the Jim Crow era of the South, I've been the target of
racism; no surprise. I've lived that experience all my life and it went all the way
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through graduate school. Why is it that I'm studying Latin American history and
Latin American Studies at one of the premier institutions in the country? There's
not as a single Hispanic instructor in my graduate program. They were great
instructors and all of my mentors have been White and they've been great. Yeah.
But the profession has been dominated by non-Hispanics. Even now it’s slowly
changing. So those are experiences I've lived through and learned from. (David)

Student Learning and Development. The themes that emerged most often in relation to
Student Learning and Development were graduate school education and years of experience.
Important to note is that although theories learned while in graduate school lent to participants’
strong sense of competence, they noted that there are additional theories that have surfaced since
they completed their degrees. Therefore, they felt they could be stronger in this area if they were
up to date on the more contemporary theories that inform their work.
Heather stated that “student development has changed over the past 25 years and the way
that we think about student development has changed”. She also noted that what is taught in
graduate preparation programs presently is not necessarily what was taught when she was in
school. Historically, critical race theory was not part of traditional student affairs graduate
program curriculum. She asserted that understanding factors, like socioeconomic status and
mental health issues that impact a students’ lived experiences is critical to student affairs work.
Critical race theory has been around a long time, but we weren't teaching those
theories as part of the traditional student affairs graduate programs. So I think our
understanding of student development has changed a great deal, so it's not simply
that students are moving from one stage to the next stage to the next stage, but I
think a much stronger and important understanding of the individual lived
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experiences of our students and how perhaps their various identities can play into
how we understand those lived experiences, whether it's socio-economic status or
reality is an example. How these experiences that they're coming to college
with…it could be their mental health disorders for example. All of those things
play into how we understand students and yes, we can still go back to some of our
traditional stage models and so forth to understand. (Heather)
Andrew credits his years of experiences with students as being a major contributor
to his sense of confidence in this area. He used the example of a student with behavioral
issues and having to work through frames of development to help identify and work though
challenges.
In terms of experience, it's working with students day-to-day and helping them
work through their issues, working through challenges, trying to put a context
around why this student is behaving this way. I’m working with a student right
now who's doing some pretty outlandish, kind of hateful things. I don't understand
where she's coming from, so you know, I'm not trying to analyze her with vectors
and this kind of stuff, but I am trying to analyze how she's developing and
growing and why these decisions make sense. You know I don't think it's a mental
health issue… but, now it’s trying to figure out why in the world…I mean I
understand you have some learned experiences or whatever, but this is just a
different level that I don't understand… working through different situations like
that and trying to understand the best frame where they're coming from and how
to help get them to the next stage of development. (Andrew)
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Technology. The theme that emerged most often in the area of Technology was years of
experience. Although participants felt their day-to-day exposure and challenges faced in this area
helped their knowledge grow, they still felt deficient in this area. They acknowledged having
colleagues or another department they could turn to for information on the latest software
platforms and how to implement them in their work. Brandon has learned about gaps in the
current technology his institution uses when communicating emergencies to students. He admits
an inability to contact students about emergency situations due to a lack of access to contact
information.
We don't have the ability to reach students…we don't have accurate information
about students’ cell phone numbers or where they live if they live off-campus.
There are a myriad of reasons from emergency contacts to something much less
minor that we want to engage students about. We don't have good information, so
we've had difficulty finding emergency contact information for a serious student
injury. We had a shooting at an off-campus apartment complex recently. Neither
the person shot nor the shooter were students. We know students live there and as
an institution we want to reach out to the students who live there, but we have no
clue how. (Brandon)

Values, Philosophy, and History. The theme that emerged most often in the area was
years of experience. Frank eludes to his growth over the years from examining the missions of a
previous university to the one in which he currently works. His growth allowed him to notice
mission conflict and also realized how one institution was more political than the other.
I'll mention University of Illinois [referring to previous institution] and it’s a very
history (rich) organization, and maybe it was just because I was at such a low
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(entry) level early in my career. Organizationally, I didn't see as much of the
mission conflict as I found when I came to my current institution, and so from a
very early site here. This was a much more of a political institution. It wasn't a
town gown relationship. We weren't a premier institution, very reactive
institution. And so I think over the years, my experience [referring to his current
institution] here has probably opened up my eyes a little bit more...(Frank)
Similarly, Andrew has learned about this competence from years of experience
and professional development with respect to strategic planning. He said it is easy to lose
track of the larger picture when issues arise. However, he intentionally sets aside time to
re-focus on strategic planning while engaging colleagues and students in the process.
I think experience has really helped with intentional strategic planning. Strategic
planning forces you to plan… it's really easy in our business to get caught up in
the fires of everyday because there are fires every single day and different issues.
But then it is so easy to lose track of the bigger picture that you're talking about,
so I have learned the value of creating some time aside for intentional strategic
planning and then really engaging students, faculty and staff in that process.
(Andrew)
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Table 3. Sources of Competence by Area.
Competency Area
Advising and Supporting

Assessment, Evaluation,
and Research
Law, Policy, and
Governance

Leadership

Organizational and
Human Resources

Personal and Ethical
Foundations

Social Justice and
Inclusion

Student Learning and
Development

Technology

Values, Philosophy, and
History

Ratings
Advanced

Sources of Competence
Mentoring, Graduate
School Education,
Professional Development,
Years of Experience
Foundational/Intermediate/Advanced
Graduate School
Education, Years of
Experience
Foundational/Intermediate/Advanced
Graduate School
Education, Professional
Development, Years of
Experience
Intermediate/Advanced
Mentoring, Personal
Journey/Upbringing,
Professional Development,
Years of Experience
Intermediate/Advanced
Personal
Journey/Upbringing,
Professional Development,
Years of Experience
Intermediate/Advanced
Graduate School
Education, Personal
Journey/Upbringing,
Professional Development,
Years of Experience
Foundational/Intermediate/Advanced
Mentoring, Graduate
School Education,
Professional Development,
Teaching, Upbringing,
Years of Experience
Intermediate/Advanced
Mentoring, Graduate
School Education,
Professional Development,
Teaching, Years of
Experience
Foundational/Intermediate
Graduate School
Education, Professional
Development, Teaching,
Years of Experience
Intermediate/Advanced
Graduate School
Education, Personal
Journey/Upbringing,
Professional Development,
Years of Experience
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Chapter Summary
This chapter outlined the results of the study. Specifically, it provided details about the
participants’ levels of competence in each of the 10 ACPA/NASPA competency areas.
Additionally, it shared the emergent themes found as a result of examining the participants’
responses and surmised the sources of experiences “themes” by competency area. The final
chapter will address the conclusions of the study.
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CHAPTER FIVE:
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Summary of the Study
Purpose of the study. The purpose of this qualitative study aimed to illuminate the
experiences of senior-level student affairs (SA) professionals and how those experiences have
contributed to their self-perceived competence. Within the context of the American College
Personnel Association College Student Educators International and the National Association of
Student Personnel Administrators Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education
(ACPA/NASPA) Professional Competency Areas for Student Affairs Practitioners (2015), this
study sought to determine the competence levels of student affairs professionals. In addition, this
study examined the experiences that helped to shape their self-perceptions of their competencies.
As previously mentioned, the data collection phase of this study began during an
uncertain time in United States history. The COVID-19 pandemic that entered the United States
in early 2020 impacted education on many levels. For American colleges and universities, it
meant administrators had to decide how best to keep their students safe as well as which changes
to make and when. As the federal government and consequently state, city, and county
governments deliberated and implemented stay-at-home orders, the trickle effect on university
campuses meant faculty, staff, administrators, and students had to start working and learning
from their homes. In addition to the pandemic, our society faced civil unrest with the death of
several African-Americans as the consequence of police brutality. This incited public protests all
over the country causing university administrators to address social issues on their respective
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campuses. Lastly. The pandemic and civil unrest took place during a tense political climate
surrounding the 2020 presidential campaign. As the world watched the United States’ response
to social injustice and a global pandemic, university administrators had to adapt to the new
normal while implementing strategies for online learning and multi-phase mitigation plans.
Arguably, the political climate, social injustice, and health concerns influenced the
participants response to this study. A low response rate as well as how participants answered the
interview questions, could be results of the strain practitioners in senior-level positions were
under. The transition to working from home while trying to address the concerns of faculty, staff,
and students regarding safety as well as health and online learning created unforeseen challenges
for many in higher education. For the participant group of this study, their responses were
indicative of the challenges they were dealing with during the time of their interviews.
This chapter discusses the results of the study and is organized into six sections. The first
section states the research questions probed in this study, while the second section summarizes
the results of the study and coding process. The third section compares the findings to prior
research and implications for practice, while the fourth section discusses the recommendations
for future research. The final section offers conclusions drawn from the results of the study.
Research Questions
This qualitative study was designed to answer the following questions:
1. How do senior-level SA professionals describe their level of competence in each of the
10 ACPA/NASPA competency areas (figure; Professional Competency Areas for Student
Affairs Educators, 2015)?
2. Which experiences have influenced the self-perceived competence levels (as it pertains to
the 10 ACPA/NASPA competency areas) of senior-level student affairs professionals?
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Results of the Study
The first research question sought to identify how the participants rated themselves in
each of the ten competency areas (e.g., foundational, intermediate, or advanced). The results of
the study revealed most participants considered themselves advanced in the areas of Advising
and Supporting, Leadership, Organizational and Human Resources, Personal and Ethical
Foundations, and Values, Philosophy, and History. Participants rated themselves intermediate in
the areas of Assessment, Evaluation and Research, Student Learning and Development, and
Technology. Ratings for Law, Policy, and Governance, and Social Justice and Inclusion varied.
Foundational was seldom mentioned in several of the competencies. (See Figure 2).
Overall, these findings were not surprising because as a student affairs professional
myself, I expected participants with over 20 years of professional experience working in higher
education to rate themselves primarily advanced across the competency areas. SA professionals
spend years advising students, leading large departments, mentoring staff, and learning how to
problem solve complex situations. Years of work and experience can make a person feel
confident and advanced while assessing their skillsets.
However, I was surprised that participants rated themselves as intermediate in certain
competency areas where departmental support was provided. One such department would be the
office of information technology (IT). Although O’Brien (2018) stated that student affairs
professionals from different institutions with various levels of experience reported the
technology competency as one of the least frequently used in their jobs, I still believed the
participants would rate themselves advanced. After interviewing the participants, I realized they
possess a general knowledge of understanding for technology but did not feel proficient.
Andrew, for instance, stated that when dealing with assessment and technology, “It’s not where
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my natural talents lie. I try to work with my staff that works on those things.” The participants
either supervise or have a number of employees that help with their IT needs such as computer
setup, virus detection, computer networking, or software installation. As a result, senior-level SA
professionals are more likely to demonstrate a breadth rather than depth of knowledge in this
area.
Although I understand the rating of intermediate for technology, this rationale would
apply to other departmental units like human resources. However, participants in this study rated
themselves advanced in relation to Organizational and Human Resources. Reflecting on my own
personal experiences in higher education, I understand the advanced rating because HR is a
unique area that is interwoven in the responsibilities of an office. I contend that student affairs
professionals deal with human resource issues every day when dealing with personnel and
staffing matters, thus providing an advanced level of understanding. David asserted “I would say
the most important part of my job is hiring, developing, and firing people. I had to try to apply
lessons learned and the hardest part is letting people go.”
Throughout my years of experience in student affairs, I understand the importance of
possessing a firm understanding of legal issues impacting students on college campuses. It was
interesting to find that participant’s confidence levels varied pertaining to Law, Policy, and
Governance because some felt proficient when using laws and policies to make decisions, while
others felt legal counsel at their institution could assist with these decisions. This was
particularly interesting to me, especially given the current state of society involving civil unrest
and its impact on legal issues. The Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement captivated millions in
our society and student affairs professionals were no different. The respondents felt a sense of
hesitation about how they responded to student concerns and not taking sides on certain issues.
Participants discussed working with legal affairs when addressing student concerns related to
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protesting and on-campus demonstrations. As a student affairs professional, it is important to be
mindful of the legal implications that can impact our work while also being sensitive to student
concerns.
The aforementioned responses beg the question of how different would the ratings have
been if we were not dealing with a pandemic, social unrest, and an extremely polarized political
landscape? More specifically, were the participants feeling an internal conflict between their own
personal beliefs on a social justice issue, while not being able to honestly articulate those beliefs
when it came to addressing students’ concerns? Could the current climate affect how they felt
about their abilities to do their jobs? The fact that most participants did not self-rate as advanced
in the Social Justice and Inclusion competency is of no surprise when considering everything that
they were dealing with at the time they were interviewed. Having worked in higher education for
close to 20 years, I could relate to anecdotes of being mindful of institutional policies when
responding to student concerns. I resonated with their thoughts and feelings. Often times, how
we want to respond and how we are able to respond, given the implications, creates a dichotomy
within ourselves. Student affairs is historically a helping profession so not being able to respond
to students in real time and keeping bureaucracy in mind can be wearisome. Responding in a
way that is not aligned with the upper leadership of the university can leave an employee feeling
vulnerable and uncertain about their job security. As can be expected, the aforementioned current
events could have influenced how participants responded to questions about their competence
levels. Due to the challenges these individuals were facing and their desire to help their students
often left them with feelings of helplessness and ineptitude.
The second research question explored the experiences that contributed to how the
participants rated themselves in each of the competency areas. Before we unpack these
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experiences, it is important to discuss the coding process that led to the six themes identified in
this study.
During the coding process, triangulation was utilized. First, while analyzing the
transcripts, the responses were categorized into three different themes: (1) mentorship, (2)
professional development, (3) years of experience. This followed the three most common themes
outlined in the literature review. While reviewing the transcripts, I came across several responses
that posed a challenge because they did not fall under one of the three categories based on how
those experience types were defined in Chapter One. For example, teaching was frequently
mentioned by participants, but not with regard to professional development. Personal
journey/upbringing and knowledge learned from graduate school education were mentioned by
senior-level administrators as an influencers of competence level. As a result, personal
journey/upbringing, graduate school education, and teaching were identified as additional themes
in addition to mentorship, professional development, and years of experience.
The findings of this study revealed that the key contributors to the self-perceived
competence of senior-level student affairs professionals were years of experience, graduate
school education, professional development, and personal journey/upbringing. I was not
surprised that years of experience was a key contributor to one’s assessment of self-competence.
As the participants reflected on their years of experiences, I began to hear anecdotes about
learning from “trial by fire” and the daily rigor of their jobs, as well as opportunities to
collaborate with others on shared projects. This sounded incredibly familiar to me. A lack of
formal training has always existed throughout my trajectory in higher education and often times I
had to jump in and learn as I go by simple trial and error. These daily challenges of the job can
contribute to one’s overall feelings of preparation to face the daily challenges of their job.
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Although I was expecting education to be referenced as a must-have for career ascension,
I was surprised that graduate school education would be viewed as an influence on one’s
confidence levels. Some participants pointed the needle to graduate school education as
providing a base of knowledge early in their careers. For example, the basics of assessment and
research were introduced at some point in the participants’ graduate program curricula. However,
they admitted to lacking knowledge and skills in this area because it is not a part of their daily
job expectations. If substantial knowledge of this area is not acquired from graduate program
curricula, it could be difficult to gain knowledge in this competency later in a professional’s
career. When I reflect on my academic career especially going through a traditional student
affairs master’s program followed by a doctoral program in higher education, I can relate to
gaining a general knowledge of certain competencies, like assessment. It is not a skill I have
mastered as it is not part of my daily work.
In addition to years of experience and graduate school education, professional
development also arose as a theme. Participating in conferences and reading professional
journals pertinent to higher education were the most notable activities to stay up-to-date on the
current issues that impact the work of senior-level SA professionals. The support I have
personally received from supervisors during my time in higher education has been beneficial,
especially as it pertains to continuing education and professional development opportunities.
Attending national meetings has helped me learn more about changes in policies related to my
job as well as the opportunity to learn about new software platforms that increase productivity
and efficiency. This is important for supervisors as they support their direct reports’ desires to
pursue advanced degrees and participate in training workshops and conferences.
Another major contributor to the self-perceived competence of senior-level SA
professionals was personal journey/upbringing. This was a theme I was anticipating because an
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individual’s lived experiences often influence their world views, leadership styles, and decisionmaking processes. As I pondered on my own upbringing, thoughts of experiences involving
parental influence and religious education came to mind. When making decisions that have
ethical implications, my personal ethics and morals play a crucial role in the decision-making
process.
Implications for Practice
The results of this study support two comprehensive implications for practice for seniorlevel student affairs professionals. The first implication involves supervisor support for team
members to foster career development and professional growth. The second implication
involves gaining knowledge of key competencies that are run and operated by other
departments and/or individuals.
Supervisor support. The results of this study show the importance of years of
experience, graduate school education, personal journey/upbringing, and professional
development as key experiences that impact one’s competency. Although mentoring was not a
main contributor, this may be due to a lack of mentoring. Senior-level SA professionals can use
this information to provide mentoring to be more strategic and deliberate in helping entry- or
mid-level professionals develop. This study can shed light on how supervisors can cultivate
relationships with SA professionals who report to them. In particular, knowing which
experiences can influence confidence levels in key areas can help supervisors as they support
their direct reports. Knowing which activities most directly impact employees’ confidence levels
can help guide priority areas.
For example, supervisors can help their direct reports understand the value of pursuing
advanced degrees or encourage them to participate in professional development opportunities
offered on and off-campus. Understanding external factors that impact student affairs
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professionals can be helpful when providing support. Daniel (2011) found that female student
affairs professionals had a difficult time earning a terminal degree due to the responsibilities of
child-rearing that impacted female professionals more than male professionals. Senior-level
student affairs professionals can work with institutional leadership to create an infrastructure to
support and mitigate these external factors.
During my time working in higher education, I have received support from supervisors
who have encouraged me to pursue a terminal degree as well as to take advantage of attending
and presenting at national conferences. These experiences have added to my knowledge base and
confidence to do my job more effectively. In turn, I have also supported direct reports’ desires to
engage in opportunities for educational and professional growth and ascension.
Increased involvement in essential areas. By becoming more involved with other
departments that do specialized work (e.g., information technology, assessment and evaluation,
and legal affairs), senior-level professionals can increase their knowledge and skills of those
areas. Knowledge gained in these essential areas can prove advantageous. If budget constraints
call for a decrease in personnel or downsizing, senior-level administrators could be called upon
to be more involved in those processes. They may not have access to the resources that
currently supplement their lack of knowledge in these areas.
Recommendations for Future Research
While the primary outcomes of this study determined the competency levels and relevant
experiences of senior-level student affairs professionals, differences were observed between
respondents that may be attributed to various demographic factors. As a result, several
recommendations are suggested for future research:
•

A mixed-method or quantitative research study could be conducted in which the
competency levels and related experiences of student affairs professionals can be
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analyzed in comparison to various demographic factors (e.g., Gender, Race, Degree
Earned, Years of Experience, etc.).
•

A qualitative research study could be undertaken to explore the competency levels
and related experiences of student affairs professionals with respect to institutional
type (Predominately White Institutions (PWI), Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSI),
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU), Public, Private, etc.).

•

A qualitative research study examining the competency levels and related experiences
of student affairs professionals from non-traditional career pathways in student
affairs.

•

A quantitative research study examining the effect of campus culture on developing
or increasing feelings of competence.

•

A qualitative research study could be undertaken to explore the competency levels
and related experiences of Southeastern student affairs professionals and compare
them to professionals from different regions of the United States.

Conclusions
The American College Personnel Association College Student Educators International
(ACPA) and the National Association of Student Personnel Administrators Student Affairs
Administrators in Higher Education (NASPA) collaborated to adopt 10 competencies that inform
the work of student affairs professionals. These competencies address the knowledge, skills, and
dispositions SA professionals need to be effective in their roles. Qualitative data were provided
by using these 10 competencies concerning the confidence levels of senior-level student affairs
professionals.
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One major conclusion that can be drawn from this study is that current events and
political climate can impact a study. In this study that examined the self-perceptions of seniorlevel administrators, current events could have influenced how these individuals felt about their
abilities to do their jobs. I would argue that they did not rate themselves as advanced as they
would have were it not for the challenges they faced during the time they were interviewed.
Major findings in this study revealed that student affairs professionals identified
themselves as advanced in Advising and Supporting, Leadership, Organizational and Human
Resources, Personal and Ethical Foundations, and Values, Philosophy, and History. Also, the
study revealed senior-level student affairs professionals identified themselves as intermediate in
Assessment, Evaluation and Research, Student Learning and Development, and Technology. An
area of concern for them was Social Justice and Inclusion and reasonably so. The events
stemming from police brutality which led to the deaths of several African-Americans, namely
public protests and concerns over safety, shook communities and campuses everywhere. Some of
the issues the participants were faced with at work were challenges they have never dealt with
before.
This notion hit home for me, since during the time of this study I was working in a
medical school admissions office. Many applicants to the medical program were impacted by
COVID-19 in terms of not being able to volunteer in clinical settings, shadow specialists, and
take the medical school entrance exam in a timely fashion. Prospective applicants were facing
postponed exams as well as a halt in research projects due to safety precautions. This meant
admissions had to re-assess how applications were reviewed and take into account the impact the
pandemic had on students’ experiences and ultimately, the strength of their applications.
In addition, this study examined the experiences that emerged as overarching themes,
which the participants attributed to their self-perceived competence levels. The findings of this
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study revealed years of experience, graduate school education, personal journey/upbringing, and
professional development were key contributors to the self-perceived competence of senior-level
student affairs professionals.
This study supports the ideas that senior-level student affairs professionals can assist in
the professional growth of their team members and direct reports through mentoring,
professional development, and continuing their education. In addition, senior-level SA
professionals can use this information to become more involved and learn about vital areas like
IT, assessment and evaluation, and legal affairs in order to increase their competencies.
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APPENDIX A:
ACPA/NASPA PROFESSIONAL COMPETENCY AREAS
FOR STUDENT AFFAIRS
Competency Area

Description

Advising and Supporting
(A/S)

Addresses the
knowledge, skills, and
dispositions related to
providing advising and
support to individuals and
groups through direction,
feedback, critique, referral,
and guidance. Through
developing advising and
supporting strategies that
take into account selfknowledge and the needs of
others, we play critical roles
in advancing the holistic
wellness of ourselves, our
students, and our
colleagues.

Assessment, Evaluation, and
Research (AER)

Focuses on the ability to
design, conduct, critique,
and use various AER
methodologies and the
results obtained from them,
to utilize
AER processes and their
results to inform practice,
and to shape the political
and ethical climate
surrounding AER
processes and uses in
higher education.
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Professional Development
Progression from
foundational to advanced
level proficiency involves
the development of higher
order capacities for
listening, addressing group
dynamics, managing
conflict and crisis situations,
and partnering with other
professionals, departments,
and agencies.

Professional growth in
this competency area is
broadly marked by shifts
from understanding to
application, and then
from smaller scale
applications focused on
singular programs or
studies to larger scale
applications that cut
across departments or
divisions. Many
advanced level outcomes
involve the leadership of
AER efforts.

Law, Policy, and Governance
(LPG)

Leadership (LEAD)

Organizational and Human
Resources (OHR)

Includes the knowledge,
skills, and dispositions
relating to policy
development processes
used in various contexts,
the application of legal
constructs,
compliance/policy issues,
and the understanding of
governance structures and
their impact on one’s
professional practice.
Addresses the knowledge,
skills, and dispositions
required of a leader, with or
without positional
authority. Leadership
involves both the individual
role of a leader and the
leadership process of
individuals working
together to envision, plan,
and affect change in
organizations and respond
to broad-based
constituencies and issues.
This can include working
with students, student
affairs colleagues, faculty,
and community members.
Includes knowledge,
skills, and dispositions
used in the
management of institutional
human capital, financial,
and physical resources.
This competency area
recognizes that student
affairs professionals bring
personal strengths and grow
as managers through
challenging themselves
to build new skills in the
selection, supervision,
motivation, and formal
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Progression from
foundational to advanced
level proficiency reflects
shifts from understanding to
critical applications enacted
primarily at the departmental
level to institutional level
applications that are mindful
of regional, national, and
international contexts.

Professional growth within
this competency area
reflects shifts from
knowledge to critical
application and then to
fostering the development
of leadership within and
among others.

In addition to the shift from
understanding to
application, professional
development within this
competency reflects shifts
in the scale, scope, and
interactivity of the human
and organizational
resources with which one
works.

Personal and Ethical
Foundations (PEF)

Social Justice and
Inclusion (SJI)

evaluation of staff;
resolution
of conflict; management of
the politics of
organizational discourse;
and the effective
application
of strategies and techniques
associated with financial
resources, facilities
management, fundraising,
technology, crisis
management, risk
management and
sustainable resources.
Involves the
knowledge, skills, and
dispositions to develop
and maintain integrity
in one’s life and work;
this includes
thoughtful development,
critique, and adherence to a
holistic and comprehensive
standard of ethics and
commitment to one’s own
wellness and growth.
Personal and ethical
foundations are aligned
because integrity has an
internal locus informed by a
combination
of external ethical
guidelines, an internal
voice of care, and our own
lived experiences. Our
personal and ethical
foundations grow through
a process of curiosity,
reflection, and selfauthorship.

While there are many
conceptions
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Foundational outcomes
emphasize awareness and
understanding of one’s
values and beliefs, especially
as related to professional
codes
of ethics and principles
for personal wellness.
Professional
development to
advanced-level
proficiency involves
higher order critique and
self-awareness,
applications to healthy
living and professional
practice,
and modeling, mentoring,
and facilitating the same
among others.

Professional
development within this

Student Learning and
Development (SLD)

of social justice and
inclusion in various
contexts, for the
purposes of this
competency area, it is
defined here as both a
process and a goal
which includes the
knowledge, skills,
and dispositions needed to
create learning
environments that foster
equitable participation of
all groups while seeking to
address and acknowledge
issues of oppression,
privilege, and power.
This competency involves
student affairs educators
who have a sense of their
own agency and social
responsibility that includes
others, their community, and
the larger global context.
Student affairs educators
may incorporate social
justice and inclusion
competencies into their
practice through seeking to
meet the needs of all
groups, equitably
distributing resources,
raising social consciousness,
and repairing past and
current harms on campus
communities.
Addresses the concepts
and principles of student
development and learning
theory. This includes the
ability to apply theory to
improve and inform
student affairs and
teaching practice.
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competency area
assumed that student
affairs educators need to
understand oppression,
privilege, and power
before they can
understand social justice.
Intermediate and
advanced level outcomes
reflect social justice
oriented applications in
practice
and then interconnections
between leadership and
advocacy.

At the foundational level,
SLD involves a critical
understanding of learning
and development theories
and their use in
constructing learning
outcomes. Intermediate and
advanced proficiency
involves greater

Technology (TECH)

Values, Philosophy, and
History (VPH)

Focuses on the use of digital
tools, resources, and
technologies for the
advancement of student
learning, development, and
success as
well as the improved
performance of student
affairs professionals.
Included within this area are
knowledge, skills, and
dispositions that lead to the
generation of digital literacy
and digital citizenship
within communities of
students, student affairs
professionals, faculty
members, and colleges and
universities as a whole.
Involves knowledge,
skills, and dispositions
that connect the history,
philosophy, and values
of the student affairs
profession to one’s
current professional
practice. This
competency area
embodies the
foundations of the
profession from which
current and future research,
scholarship, and practice
will change and grow. The
commitment to
demonstrating this
competency area ensures
that our present and future
practices are informed by an
understanding of the
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application in utilizing
various forms of programs
and applications within
increasingly large and
complex venues.
Professional growth in
this competency area
is marked by shifts
from understanding to
application as well as
from application to
facilitation and
leadership.
Intermediate and
advanced level
outcomes also involve
a higher degree of
innovativeness in the
use of
technology to engage
students and others in
learning processes.

Progression from
foundational
to advanced level
proficiency
for this competency area
largely involves movement
from basic understanding
of VPH to a more critical
understanding of VPH as
applied in practice and
then to the use and critical
application of VPH in
practice.

profession’s history,
philosophy, and values.
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APPENDIX B:
ELECTRONIC INFORMED CONSENT
Informed Consent to Participate in Research
Information to Consider Before Taking Part in this Research Study
Title: Self-perceived Competence of Senior-level Student Affairs Professionals
Study #000553: Self-perceived Competence
Reply by:
Overview
You are being asked to take part in a research study. The information in this document
should help you to decide if you would like to participate. The sections in this Overview provide
the basic information about the study. More detailed information is provided in the remainder of
the document.
Study Staff: This study is being led by Anh-Kay Pizano, who is a doctoral candidate at the
University of South Florida College of Education in Higher Education Administration PhD
program. This person is called the researcher. I am being guided in this research by her
dissertation committee chair, Dr. Tom Miller.
Study Details: This study is being conducted at the University of South Florida. The purpose
of the study is two-fold: (1) to learn about the lived experiences of senior-level student affairs
professionals and how they describe their levels of competence to do their jobs, and (2) to
learn which experiences senior-level student affairs professionals attribute to their selfperceived competency levels. The researcher will conduct the study by providing the
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participants with the ACPA/NASPA Competencies for participants to become familiar with
each of the 10 competency areas. Also, I will conduct interviews with each participant to
garner the necessary data for the study. Each interview will take approximately one hour and
a half. Participants could be contacting for a 30-minute follow-up interview in the event that
additional, clarifying responses are required.
Participants: You are being asked to take part because you are a senior-level student affairs
professional at a higher education institution in the Southeast. This research study aims to
understand which of your life experiences have led to your self-perceived levels of
competence.
Voluntary Participation: Your participation is voluntary. You do not have to participate and
may stop your participation at any time. There will be no penalties or loss of benefits or
opportunities if you do not participate or decide to stop once you start. Your decision to
participate or not to participate will not affect your job status, employment record, employee
evaluations, or advancement opportunities.
Benefits, Compensation, and Risk: We do not know if you will receive any benefit from
your participation. There is no cost to participate. You will not be compensated for your
participation. This research is considered minimal risk. Minimal risk means that study risks
are the same as the risks you face in daily life.
Confidentiality: Even if we publish the findings from this study, we will keep your study
information private and confidential. Anyone with the authority to look at your records must
keep them confidential.
Why are you being asked to take part?
You are being invited to participate in this study because you are a senior student affairs
officer at a higher education institution in the Southeast. Because this study will include
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participants who are specific to the aforementioned demographic, your current position/title meet
the requirements of the study. Your lived experiences related to educational background, career
development, and leadership ascension have contributed to your sense of competency related to
how you do your job within higher education.
The goal of this study is to determine how senior-level student affairs officers identify
their competency levels and which experiences have led to their overall sense of competency.
Your personal experiences will help the researcher find themes that will inform the research
questions to draw conclusions.
Study Procedures
If you take part in this study, you will be interviewed and asked questions pertaining to
your work and professional experiences. The research will be conducted by way of
videoconferencing, telephone, or in-person and the expected participation time is approximately
one hour and a half (1.5).
Alternatives / Voluntary Participation / Withdrawal
You do not have to participate in this research study. You should only take part in this
study if you want to volunteer. You should not feel that there is any pressure to take part in the
study. You are free to participate in this research or withdraw at any time. There will be no
penalty or loss of benefits you are entitled to receive if you stop taking part in this study.
Benefits and Risks
You will receive no benefit from this study. This research is considered to be minimal
risk.
Compensation
You will not be compensated for participating in this study.
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Privacy and Confidentiality
Your responses will be kept private and confidential. Your identifiers (name and
institution) will be removed from your responses. The researcher will utilize pseudonyms and no
actual identifying information. Your information and responses will not be used or distributed for
future research studies. It is possible, although unlikely, that unauthorized individuals could gain
access to your responses because they will be transcribed and saved electronically.
Confidentiality will be maintained to the degree permitted by the technology used. No guarantees
can be made regarding the interception of data saved electronically.
Data collected for this research will be stored at the University of South Florida located at
the in Tampa, Florida. Your personal information collected for this research will be kept as long
as it is needed to conduct this research.
Once your participation in the research is over, your information will be stored in
accordance with applicable policies and regulations. Your permission to use your personal data
will not expire unless you withdraw it in writing. You may withdraw or take away your
permission to use and disclose your information at any time. You do this by sending written
notice to the researcher at the following address: 12901 Bruce B. Downs Boulevard, MDC 3,
Tampa, Florida 33612.
After the research is completed, you have a right to see the information about you, as allowed by
USF policies. If you have concerns about the use or storage of your personal information, you
have a right to lodge a complaint with the data supervisory authority in your country.
Contact Information
If you have any questions, concerns or complaints about this study, call Anh-Kay Pizano
at 813-974-5297. If you have questions about your rights, complaints, or issues as a person
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taking part in this study, call the USF IRB at (813) 974-5638 or contact by email at RSCHIRB@usf.edu.
We may publish what we learn from this study. If we do, we will not let anyone know
your name. We will not publish anything else that would let people know who you are. You can
print a copy of this consent form for your records.
I freely give my consent to take part in this study. I understand that by proceeding with
this survey that I am agreeing to take part in research and I am 18 years of age or older.
You will receive next steps about this study in a subsequent e-mail within the next two weeks.
○

I consent, begin the study.

○

I do not consent, I do not wish to participate.

Type your first and last name:
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APPENDIX C:
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
1. What is your gender?
2. What do you identify your race/ethnicity to be?
3. Which degrees do you hold and what are they in?
4. In which college or university do you work?
5. What is your current position title?
6. How long have you been in your current position?
7. How long have your worked in higher education?
8. How long have you worked in student affairs?
9. Can you tell me about your journey to higher education and student affairs?
10. Possible follow-up (if participant did not already address): Would you say your professional
trajectory to student affairs has been a traditional or non-traditional one?
The following set of questions revolve around the ACPA/NASPA Competency areas, which you
were provided a copy of via e-mail. Feel free to explain why you feel the way you do about each
area as well as which lived experiences (whether educational, personal, and/or professional) have
led you to feel as you do.
11. The ACPA/NASPA Competency area that addresses Advising and Supporting relates
to providing guidance to students and helping them grow holistically. Would you rate yourself as
foundational, intermediate, or advanced in this area and why you feel that way?
12. Possible follow-up (if participant has not already addressed): Which experiences would you
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say have contributed to how you rated yourself?
13. The Assessment, Evaluation, and Research competency relates to ability to address the
effectiveness of programs and practices. Would you rate yourself as foundational, intermediate,
or advanced in this area and why?
14. Possible follow-up (if participant has not already addressed): Which experiences have
influenced how you rated yourself?
15. The Law, Policy, and Governance relates to the work of student affairs professionals as it
pertains to policy development, the governance structure, and the legal implications that can
impact their work. Would you rate yourself as foundational, intermediate, or advanced in this
area and why?
16. Possible follow-up (if participant has not already addressed): Which life experiences have
you had that have contributed to how you rated yourself?
17. The Leadership competency relates to building relationships that capitalize on the strengths
of students, faculty, colleagues, and the community to advance the mission and goals of an
institution. Would you rate yourself as foundational, intermediate, or advanced in this area
and why?
18. Possible follow-up (if participant has not already addressed): Which experiences have you
had that have contributed to how you rated yourself?
19. The Organizational and Human Resources competency relates to navigating the political
system, leveraging resources, and maximizing on human capital. Would you rate yourself as
foundational, intermediate, or advanced in this area and why?
20. Possible follow-up (if participant has not already addressed): Which experiences have you
had that have contributed to how you rated yourself?
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21. The Personal and Ethical Foundations competency relates to the ability to make sound and
ethical decisions using key principles and standards. Would you rate yourself as
foundational, intermediate, or advanced in this area and why?
22. Possible follow-up (if participant has not already addressed): Which experiences have you
had that have contributed to how you rated yourself?
23. The Social Justice and Inclusion refers to working with diverse student populations and the
issues that impact them. Would you rate yourself as foundational, intermediate, or advanced
in this area and why?
24. Possible follow-up (if participant has not already addressed): Which experiences have you
had that have contributed to how you rated yourself?
25. The Student Learning and Development competency addresses student development
theory and how to apply it in practice. Would you rate yourself as foundational, intermediate,
or advanced in this area and why?
26. Possible follow-up (if participant has not already addressed): Which experiences have you
had that have contributed to how you rated yourself?
27. The Technology competency relates to the resources and tools that can help student affairs
professionals effectively and efficiently facilitate their programs and activities. Would you
rate yourself as foundational, intermediate, or advanced in this area and why?
28. Possible follow-up (if participant has not already addressed): Which experiences have you
had that have contributed to how you rated yourself?
29. The Values, Philosophy, and History competency is about aligning one’s own beliefs to
daily professional practices at work. Would you rate yourself as foundational, intermediate,
or advanced in this area and why?
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30. Possible follow-up (if participant has not already addressed): Which experiences have you
had that have contributed to how you rated yourself?
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APPENDIX D:
E-MAIL INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE
Subject: Invitation to participate in a University of South Florida research study on self-perceived
competence
Dear Sir or Madam,
My name is Anh-Kay Pizano and I am a doctoral candidate in the higher education
administration program at the University of South Florida (USF). I am contacting you to
invite you to participate in a dissertation study entitled “Self-perceived Competence of
Senior-level Student Affairs Professionals”. My dissertation committee is being chaired by
Dr. Thomas E. Miller, Associate Professor and former Vice President for Student Affairs at
USF (Study 000553: Self-perceived Competence). Other approved staff may act on behalf
of the Principal Investigator. The purpose of the study is two-fold: (1) to learn about the
lived experiences of senior- level student affairs professionals and how they describe their
levels of competence to do their jobs; and (2) to learn which experiences senior-level student
affairs professionals attribute to their self-perceived competency levels.
To qualify for participation in this study, participants must be senior-level student affairs
professionals, specifically Vice Presidents of Student Affairs and Associate Vice Presidents of
Student Life/Programs (or Deans of Students) who work at universities in the Southeast. Their
institution must have a student enrollment of at least 15,000 and offer doctoral programs.
Participants must also be at least 18 years old. This study involves one sixty-to-ninety (60-90)
minute interview that will take place via telephone or videoconference. Participants will be given
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the option to participate via telephone or videoconference. Participants could be contacted for a
30-minute follow-up interview in the event that additional, clarifying responses are required. The
follow-up interview will take place within four weeks of the initial interview. With your consent,
interviews will be audio-recorded. Once the recording has been transcribed, the audio-recording
will be destroyed. You will have the right to end your participation in the study at any time, for
any reason. If you choose to withdraw, all the information you have provided will be destroyed.
All research data will be saved electronically on the Principal Investigator/researcher’s password
protected computer as well as on the web-based system DeDoose. Research data will be
accessible by the Principal Investigator, faculty advisor, and peer reviewer.
The ethics protocol for this project was reviewed by the University of South Florida
Institutional Review Board, which provided approval to carry out the research. If you have any
ethical concerns with the study, please contact USF IRB at (813) 974-5638 or contact by email
at RSCH-IRB@usf.edu.
If you would like to participate in this research project, please click here to
review the informed consent form and consent to participate. Please reply within one
week of receiving this e-mail.
Sincerely,
Anh-Kay Pizano
813-974-5297
apizano@usf.edu

124

125

APPENDIX E:
E-MAIL CONFIRMATION TO PARTICIPANTS
Thanks again for agreeing to participate in my research study. See below for a link to the
videoconference meeting on [date] at [time]. If you prefer to meet by telephone, there is a phone
number and conference ID for your use.

Also, attached are the interview questions and ACPA/NASPA competency areas (from
which the questions are based).

Thank you and I look forward to speaking with you in a few weeks!

Anh-Kay Pizano
Doctoral Candidate

Join Microsoft Teams Meeting
+1 813-694-2079 United States, Tampa (Toll)
Conference ID: 566 897 072#
Local numbers

| Reset PIN | Learn more about Teams | Meeting options
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APPENDIX F:
MEMBER CHECK E-MAIL
Thank you for participating in my research study interview. I greatly appreciate the time
you took to answer all of my questions. Attached is a transcript of the interview with your
responses highlighted in yellow for your convenience. If you notice any inaccuracies in your
responses, feel free to use track changes to make the changes. I plan to finalize the transcript on
[date].
Sincerely,
Anh-Kay Pizano
Doctoral Candidate
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APPENDIX G:
REVIEWER/CODE CHECKER FORM
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APPENDIX H:
INTERNAL REVIEW BOARD LETTER OF APPROVAL
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